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By way of a Heideggerian account of the university, this article seeks to formulate and develop
a conflict been two schools of thought—one Spengler, the other Weber—on the roles and
responsibilities of academia. While Spengler emphasizes the need for the education of a
nation through a spiritually cultivated leader, Weber views the university as a site of rigorous
scientific methodology. This article situates Heidegger’s reaction to these thinkers both before
and after his Rectorate Address at the University of Freiburg. By 1937, Heidegger claims that
the university has come to an end—a reality that is neither unfortunate nor delightful, but a
necessity. This article ultimately seeks to go beyond the Spengler-Weber debate and in this
regard makes reference to the Derridian account of the university. In particular, this article
asserts a notion of the university that is founded upon responsibility—but one that cannot be
absorbed into a particular ideology.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

This article seeks to formulate and develop a critique of Heidegger’s idea of the university. To this end, the
first section discusses the early Heidegger’s deconstruction of the university and with it, the idea of
education. In this period, Heidegger write an article entitled “Towards a philosophical orientation for
academics”, in which he admonishes the university for its failure to address fundamental questions of
beinghood and accordingly calls for a reform in this direction of fundamentality—a critique that was never
abandoned by Heidegger. Thinking at the intersection of theology and philosophy, the young Heidegger
sought to situate fundamental questions of beinghood at the heart of theological studies—or in other words,
to establish philosophical studies as a “solid foundation” for “theological knowledge”. In addition,
Heidegger argues in this article that the university and more broadly, the educational system, should
cultivate a sense of identity in its student-body so as to self-actualize the insights that a fundamental
questioning of beinghood reveals.

The second section provides a critical analysis of Heidegger’s account of what can be called the
Spengler-Weber debate on the university—most notably in two lectures named “Science and University
Reform” and “The Essence of University and Academic Studies”. While he was generally critical of
Spengler, Heidegger was in agreement with Spengler’s Nietzschean perspective, which could only be
discovered beneath the surface of the latter’s Decline of the West. On the other side of the debate, Heidegger
notes that the Weberian idea of university as a purely neutral theoretic research institute is impossible; yet
Heidegger emphasizes that this approach—that is a neutral research endeavor free from bias and
prejudgements—can and should be a model towards which the university strives. Indeed, in emphasizing
the necessity of bracketing off political and religious views from research endeavors, Heidegger even turns
to the importance of honesty and integrity—without which the university risks both imposing a particular
view on students and perverting the “truth” in service of its worldview (Sosnowska, 2019, p. 56). In this
manner, the Heidegger of the early 1920s (1921-23) pushes back against the role of a philosopher as
providing a system or program for “correcting” the university.

The third section argues that Heidegger eventually abandons his Weberian warnings in favour of a more
systemic account of the university revolving around fundamental ontology. As he makes clear in “The Self
Assertion of German University” the role of a university rectorate is to strengthen the commitment of the
university to the fundamental question of being. After 1937, Heidegger speaks less of the university per se
and more on education generally. In “Plato’s Doctrine of Truth (1940) and “What is Called Thinking” (1951-
52), Heidegger continually fleshes out the elements and principles of ontology—but instead of situating this
ontology within the context of the university (which he had done in 1933), Heidegger sought to transcend
the bounds of the university by speaking of education as a whole.

Deconstruction asserts that “things are self-contradictory”. Caputo describes it as a criticism focused on
“‘open[ing] and loosen[ing] things up’ (Argyrou 2013), a criticism which is not meant to “destroy
traditions”. Deconstruction is ‘the active antithesis of everything that criticism ought to be if one accepts its

JPI, 2022; 16 (39): page 187



Journal of Philosophical Investigations, Volume 16, Issue 39, 2022 188

traditional values and concepts’ (Norris 2002). Derrida defines deconstruction as “nothing”. He maintains
that deconstruction is not a “method”, or “an act of operation”. It is not “a set of theorems, axioms, tools,
rules, techniques, [or] methods”; it is essentially “impossible” and “loses nothing” from admitting it (Derrida
1991). Coined by Derrida in 1968, “Differance”, means both to differ and to defer in French. It is the
difference that ‘shatters the cult of identity and the dominance of Self or Other’ (Guillemette and Cossette,
2006). Derrida asserts that “differance” is the foundation of presence and absence: opposites that depend on
each other. Identity obscures the “Self/Other dichotomy”. It requires both differentiation from and
identification with the other. To have an identity is to be both different from and similar to the other. “We
can see things in relation to opposites, what isn’t as well as what is, by ‘differance’ (Mesbahian 2021).

Heidegger commenced his involvement with the university as a professor in the midst of the tensions
that ultimately brought about the tragedy that is World War 1. As many thinkers of the time, Heidegger’s
thought was influenced and shaken up—and his account of the university was not immune in this respect.
Indeed, for many commentators, Heidegger’s eerie and politically naive Rectorate Address in 1933 must be
construed in light of the events of the First World War. (The war undoubtedly led Germany to a crisis in
response to which proposed solutions out of this crisis were rampant. Many intellectuals at the time saw the
First World War as a vicious affront on intellectual and moral leadership—one in which Germany, with its
unitary spiritual soul, was worthy of victory. For this reason, Germany’s defeat could not be accepted by
many of these intellectuals. Many resorted to the view that the defeat was a result of being “stabbed from
behind” by German generals who betrayed the nation and surrendered (a theory which immensely benefited
Hitler in his rise to power). A more interesting reaction was the view that the First World War revealed a
bigger and indeed more acute crisis in the course of the continuous development of Western history, one
which required Germany to re-carve its path towards emancipation.

In this context, many intellectuals saw the reconstruction of the national soul and enactment of reforms
in the university as the path out of crisis. Nevertheless, a general consensus as to the approach and starting
point was lacking. Generally, however, we can speak of two arguably conflicting approaches in responding
to the all-encompassing crisis. On one side there was the path envisioned by Oswald Spengler and the other
path—in many respects a response to Spengler—was carved out by Max Weber, and in particular his lecture
entitled “Science as a Vocation”.

Conclusion

It seems that a philosophy of the university requires one to traverse beyond the Spengler-Weber conflict and
devise a third way. This approach will posit a sociopolitical responsibility as a foundation of the university
while making clear that such responsibility is not to be incorporated into a particular ideological agenda. It
is at this juncture that Derrida’s insights can be of assistance. The French thinker argues that a redefining
deconstruction of the university presents itself as a pressing and urgent matter and in this light speaks of the
“university to come” as the antithesis of the current state of academia. Emphasizing the absolute right to
academic freedom and boundless research, Derrida views the university as a critical institution that radically
pushes against all forms of power to the point that governments will overtly seek its destruction.
Undoubtedly, Derrida does not, in “University without Conditions”, seek to simply add new rights to the
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university’s existing body of rights; rather, he seeks to affirm and solidify the rights that the university had
always associated with. To this end, he vigorously speaks of the need to resist with all power, government
intrusions to the affairs of the university.
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