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The story of how the sciences began to understand themselves as independent fields of 
research starts by detaching them from philosophy. The identity of the science in 
question will then further develop as it writes its own history. Higher education 
studies is, in such reflections, understood as a relatively new field that has its 
beginnings in the 1970s in questions of psychology, sociology and educational 
studies. Recent discussions have pointed out that there is an identity crisis going on 
within this field. This study returns to the old tradition of how a science forms its 
identity with the help of philosophy. The study returns to the influential formulations 
of Aristotle. Olaf Pedersen writes in his book on the history of universities that “many 
of our present difficulties, on closer inspection, appear to have been built into the 
system right from the beginning”. Our aim is not primarily to study what Aristotle 
said about higher education but instead to understand our present views and 
problems better. 
Recent discussion has pointed out that “[t]he themes addressed in higher education 
research have tended to be influenced by relatively short-term institutional, national 
and supranational concerns, debates and policies about higher education” (Brennan et 
al., 2008, 5). Although the importance of historical perspectives has been noted in 
discussions on the research agenda of higher education studies (Brennan et al., 2008), 
actual reflections on the history of the field tend to cover only a few decades (Neave, 
1985; Brennan and Teichler, 2008; cf. Tight, 2003). This time scale seems natural 
since higher education research started as late as in the early 1970s as an independent 
field of its own. Nevertheless, one can also tell a longer version of the history of 
higher education research.  
Lately, it has been pointed out by many authors and from different point of view that 
there is an  identity crisis in higher education and higher education research (Albert 
and Whetten, 1985; Macfarlane, 2005; Brennan and Teichler, 2008; Waeraas and 
Solbakk, 2009). If a person suffers from such a crisis, it might be helpful to seek 
answers from his or her childhood. Could a similar kind of “therapy session” also help 
the case of higher education research? In this study we will return to the ancient past 
of higher education, but my interest is not to study the facts of the past but rather to 
shed light on our present situation. I will first sketch out how universities come about 
in the Western world. 

The First Universities 
In his book The First Universities (1997), Olaf Pedersen writes: “The Universities of 
our date are in many ways legitimate children of medieval parents, and many of our 
present difficulties, on closer inspection, appear to have been built into the system 
right from the beginnin” (ix). In order to understand the formation of the universities 
in the Middle Ages I will, however, start from an even more distant past.  
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Pedersen starts from the idea of education of ancient Greeks. In order to understand 
the special nature of the ancient Greek view on education, we need to go even further 
back, that is to the Egyptians and Babylonians who limited their education to the 
privileged classes of society. This education aimed only “at skills and 
accomplishments that were of direct benefit for the official” (Pedersen 1997, 6). In 
Greece, too, there was a strong tradition of limiting the education to a closed group of 
people. This Pythagorean model, however, did not aim at direct usefulness, but was 
instead theoretical and idealistic.  
When the Pythagorean model of education reached Athens this created a tension. In 
the democracy of Athens each citizen should be ready to take part in the government 
of the state by appearing in the general assembly (Pedersen 1997, 6). In order for the 
state to function properly it was therefore not enough to educate a closed and a private 
group as Pythagoreans did but, ideally, education should be able to reach all the 
citizens. According to Pedersen it was Plato who, by founding his Academy in Athens 
393 BC, solved this tension. In the Academy the approach was theoretical, therefore 
following the Pythagorian traditions; Plato’s main aim, however, was to educate his 
students to be good citizens and capable politicians in the society. In The Laws Plato 
states that all children – and this includes also girls – should be educated regardless of 
their parents’ view of the need for education (804d1). 
Plato’s works The Republic and The Laws were the “first known attempt to work out 
proper pedagogic theory that was intimately linked with the ideal form of society 
portrayed in these seminal works” (Pedersen 1997, 11). We can read Plato’s dialogues 
from different points of view but education is, in any case, one of the major themes. 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau writes in his Emile: “If you wish to know what is meant by 
public education, read Plato’s Republic. Those who merely judge books by their titles 
take this for a treatise on politics, but it is the finest treatise on education ever written” 
(Rousseau 1911, 8). 
The next step in the generation of the first universities was Aristotle’s Lykeion. 
Pedersen explicates the difference between Plato’s and Aristotle’s university models 
in the following way: In the Lykeion “ … the spirit was other than that of the 
Academy: where Plato had sought to educate by teaching, Aristotle wished in addition 
to train by research. … So he equipped his school as a real research institute with 
ordered collections of scientific material” (Pedersen 1997, 13). Aristotle was in a 
good position to collect material from all over the known world as his former pupil, 
Alexander the Great, had not forgotten his teacher and sent him research objects from 
his remote military expeditions (Pedersen 1997, 13). The union between teaching and 
research was formed and it turned out to be so efficient that it was soon copied in 
similar efforts elsewhere (Pedersen 1997, 14). 
When Emperor Justianian decided to close Plato’s Academy in the year 529 AD, it 
had been functioning for over 900 years. That is about the same time span as has 
passed from the beginning of the oldest universities that still exist. The history of the 
universities from the Middle Ages to the present day is a very complicated issue as 
the institutes that provided the highest education were an essential part of countless 
political and religious controversies (Rüegg 1993). It is enough for our purposes to 
point out that ancient ideals had a strong influence on the universities during their 
                                                
1	I	use	the	standard	forms	of	references	to	Plato’s	works	by	Henricus	Stephanus	(published	1578	
in	Geneva)	and	Aristotle	by	August	Immanuel	Bekker	(published	1831–1870	in	Berlin).		
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formative years. Eby and Arrowood (1940)  describe the situation: “During the 
Middle Ages, Aristotle was looked upon as the most learned man that ever lived. So 
extraordinary was the veneration paid him that some wit humorously suggested that 
God created man, but left it to Aristotle to make him intelligent” (1958, 392). In those 
days teaching practices like disputation were “rooted in the scholastic idea that 
knowledge had to be deduced interpretatively from old authoritative writings. These 
were the primary sources of knowledge. More than 500 years, this fundamental belief 
was part of the identity of the academic world.” (Kruse 2006, 336). The situation is 
illustrated also by the reading list for the licentia docendi of a potential master of 
artes at the University of Paris. Of the total list of 27 books, 19 were Aristotle’s 
works (Pedersen 1997, 278–9). The list was valid for over a century (from 1255 to 
1366) and must also effected teaching methods. The following example will illustrate 
how the teaching method of lecturing came about. 
 

The Origin of Lectures 
According to Aristotle, seeing is the superior sense but when it comes to “developing 
intelligence, hearing takes the precedence”; “it is hearing that contributes most to the 
growth of intelligence”2. It is therefore no wonder that a lecture, a mode of teaching 
where professors read texts and students listen, became the dominant mode of 
teaching.3 From our present understanding on how we learn, this Aristotelian view is 
problematic, but we do still lecture in our universities. We can understand this 
situation in the light of Pedersen’s statement about the difficulties built in to the 
university system right from the beginning.  
Aristotle’s view that we learn mainly by listening gives priority to lecturing as a 
teaching method. Aristotle did not, however, think that the state of affairs in learning 
is an eternal truth about how we learn. Hearing is the main way to learn only 
accidently (kata symbebékos) and things can change in this respect. For example, the 
inventions of the printing press, movies and the internet have changed our learning 
environment and our ways of learning. Even one hundred years before Gutenberg’s 
Bible, however, teaching methods were developed in universities as the following 
example will show. 
The main activity of learning was listening, so it was important to consider how the 
teachers spoke. There were two main approaches to this, as described in a statute 
passed by the faculty of arts in the University of Paris in 1355: 
The first group of teachers of philosophy4 enunciated their words so quickly that 
while the thought of the audience could well grasp them, the hand could not keep 
pace. The second group spoke so slowly that the audience managed to write their 
words down. (Pedersen 1997, 253)  
Because textbooks were very expensive, many students preferred the second group of 
teachers as they could write their own notes and manage without the actual book. The 
faculty assembly, however, considered the matter from the pedagogical perspective 
and decided to prefer the first possibility: 

                                                
2 Sense and sensibility (I, 437a), cf. Metaphysics (980a). 

3 Lecturing, however, covered other possibilities already in the Middle Ages. Students could, for 
example, pose questions to be dealt with in lectures beforehand (Pedersen 1997). 

4	Meant in the wide sense of the word.	
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After careful comparison and examination the first mentioned method was found to 
be better than the second, for which reason there is general agreement to imitate it in 
our teaching. (Pedersen 1997, 253) 
Thus the faculty assembly gave instructions that all professors should “speak as if no-
one takes notes” (Pedersen 1997, 254). Teachers that would not follow this order 
would have their license to teach suspended for a year. There were also penalties for 
the students who were likely to protest against this arrangement. If they disturbed the 
lecture by “commotion, hissing, alarm of stone-throwing” they were excluded from 
the course for a year (Pedersen 1997, 254). 
Our ways of teaching at the universities has certainly changed. When academic 
journals became more common in the first half of the nineteenth century the 
communication between scholars changed. Otto Kruse writes: “Scientific journals 
revolutionized communication among scientists and scholars and allowed authors to 
link up their writings much more quickly, and in much more detail, than books were 
able to. … Discussions could now be carried out on paper” (Kruse 2006). In this new 
situation universities had to adapt their teaching practices. In order to deal with the 
situation the seminar was invented and “students now had to learn how to make use of 
the new communicative media and were introduced to the conventions of new genres 
by having to quote sources, use footnotes and refer to the existing body of 
knowledge” (Kruse 2006, 337).  
I will now turn to see how Aristotle understood higher education. What is it, 
according to him, that makes us “know better” or, in other words, what was the 
original sense of ‘higher’ in higher education.   

Four Ways of Knowing Better 
Aristotle presents his view on how we know in a better or higher way at the beginning 
of his work Metaphysics. The work consists of notes that were meant for the students 
of the Lykeion, the institute of higher education that Aristotle founded. The notes 
were collected into books much later and are extremely difficult to read. Here my aim 
is not to enter into the world of scholastics but to clarify Aristotle's hierarchy of 
knowledge in order to understand better our present views on the matter. The key 
words in this reading are ”mallon eidenai”, to “know better” or to “know in a truer 
sense” (981a). I will, however, start from the opening sentence of the work.  
Metaphysics begins: “All men by nature desire to know” (980a). In Greek the verb 
eidenai, to know, is formally the perfect of the verb horaô, to see, in other words, ‘to 
know’ is based on the idea of ‘to have seen’. So we could read the sentence on a very 
general level: we want to know what is around the next corner and we want to know 
how the football match ends, we want to have seen the rest of the game. From this 
natural tendency of human beings, however, it does not follow that we all want to 
become wise.5 Thus there are different possibilities of knowing, some of which are 
more worthy than others. The hierarchy of different possibilities of knowing is 
explicated in the following pages of Metaphysics.  

                                                
5	Otherwise, there would not have been a need for Aristotle to write the book An Introduction to 
Philosophy (Protreptikos) and argue for the necessity to philosophise. This book, along with all the 
other publications of Aristotle has not been preserved to our age. The works we know from Aristotle 
were not publications but supposedly lecture notes. There is, however, a new and very promising 
approach to reconstruct this publication of Aristotle (Hutchinson & Johson 2013). Protreptikos is 
particularly interesting from the point of view of pedagogy as it deals with the question of the 
motivation to study in general.	
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Aristotle introduces the ways of knowing, starting from the simplest and proceeding 
to the more complicated possibilities. The simplest is sensation (aisthêsis), which we 
have in common with animals: “By nature animals are born with the faculty of 
sensation” (980a). We can, for example, gain knowledge by tasting wine. As we taste 
more wines our senses develop further, and we in a very wide sense learn. On the next 
level, experience (empeiria), we also have memory: “Now from memory experience 
is produced in men; for the several memories of the same thing produce finally the 
capacity for a single experience” (980b). 
Experience is actually a difficult concept, which in philosophical elaborations is often 
connected with failure. One becomes more experienced when things do not go as 
expected. “Experience, ... properly understood, turns out to be nothing other than the 
emergence of a new sense in conflict with previous expectations” (Tengelyi 2003, ix). 
If I, for example, walk on thin ice which suddenly gives way below me and I fall into 
cold water, I get an experience. If I then continue walking on ice and fall into water 
countless times, I probably develop the art of walking on thin ice. By joining my 
experiences together, I notice that I should avoid some areas etc. Thus I have entered 
into the next level of knowing, art (technê): “art arises when from many notions 
gained by experience one universal judgement about a class of objects is produced” 
(981a). If we then reflect on the art that we have developed and formulate a coherent 
and consistent whole from it, we reach the level of doctrine or science (epistêmê). If 
we, for example, study numbers and formulate a coherent unity of the knowledge of 
numbers, we have a science called arithmetic. Our ice walker reaches a similar kind 
of level when he or she publishes a study on ice walking. We have, however, not yet 
reached the highest level of knowing. What kind of knowing, then, could transcend 
mathematical knowledge, for example?  
Each epistêmê, doctrine or science has its starting point, archê, or the theme on which 
its system of knowledge is built. In the case of mathematics, or rather arithmetics, it is 
a number. When we turn to ask what a number is, we try to reach wisdom, sophia. As 
this level of knowing, or perhaps better, thinking, is very difficult or impossible to 
achieve, we are actually satisfied with trying to achieve wisdom and call ourselves 
friends of sophia, philosophers. Even today if one turns to consider what a number is, 
the inherent change is one from mathematics to philosophy of mathematics. In a 
similar way if one turns to think about what life or history are, one turns to the 
philosophy of biology or history. Within these philosophical fields we typically do not 
have a general consensus but many different views, questions and lines of 
argumentation. 
We have now introduced the Aristotelian hierarchy of knowing: sensation (aisthêsis); 
experience (empeiria); art (technê); doctrine (epistêmê); wisdom (sophia). Aristotle, 
however, is himself a philosopher, and as a friend of sophia he does not accept this 
hierarchy immediately. He writes: “indeed we see men of experience succeeding 
more than those who have theory without experience.” (981a). One could imagine a 
professor of chemistry who works in a laboratory and does tests with different states 
of water. The professor may have written a study on ice, but it is still not conclusive 
that the scientist knows how to walk on thin ice better than someone else who has had 
more experience. It is also possible that a salesman at the marketplace who calculates 
sums all day long might be better at mental arithmetic than a professor of 
mathematics. It follows that one must argue in what way university professors still 
know these things better – that is, if one is to state that higher education lives up to its 
name.  
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Let us start from Aristotle’s conclusion: “Hence we think also that the experts in each 
craft are more honourable and know in a truer sense [mallon eidenai] and are wiser 
than the craftsman” (981a–b). From the text we find four characterisations of this 
higher or truer sense of knowing (Heidegger 2005 [1922]; Derrida 1983). 
1) One knows better when one knows reasons or causes (aitia). Our senses “do not 
tell us the 'why' of anything – e.g. why fire is hot; they only say that it is hot” (981b). 
I can taste wine and just like or dislike it. Yet, someone who can also explicate that it 
tastes bad because it has yet not aged enough knows better or in a truer sense. 
2) It was generally thought in ancient Greece that wisdom became possible when 
people began to have leisure time and did not have to spend all their time working for 
a living. Aristotle writes: “the sciences which do not aim at giving pleasure or at the 
necessities of life were discovered, and first in the places where men first began to 
have leisure. This is why the mathematical arts were founded in Egypt; for there the 
priestly caste was allowed to be at leisure” (981b). Also, philosophy in Greece began 
when people had enough leisure time to think about general matters – what is the 
unity of the different uses of the verb ‘to be’? – and talk about them. Aristotle also 
points out that knowledge that “did not aim at utility” (981b) was more worthy than 
knowledge with a direct connection to usefulness.  
3) Aristotle writes: “At first he who invented any art whatever that went beyond the 
common perceptions of man was naturally admired by men, not only because there 
was something useful in the inventions, but because he was thought wise and superior 
to the rest” (981b). Again it is not the usefulness of knowledge that is appreciated but 
the way in which it is extraordinary. We might here think, for example, of those who 
first foresaw an eclipse and were highly appreciated for it, although there was no real 
use for that knowledge.  
4) The fourth characteristics of mallon eidenai is the ability to teach: “in general it is a 
sign of the man who knows and of the man who does not know, that the former can 
teach” (981b). 
Do these views still live in our thinking? We value those who know reasons and 
causes, and respect those whose knowledge goes beyond that what is apparent to all 
of us. We also think that someone who can teach a subject somehow knows better 
than one who cannot. It seems, however, that we no longer fully agree with the 
second characterisation. The Aristotelian order where it “is more of the nature of 
Wisdom” (982a) to know for the sake of knowing than on account of its results is 
today often challenged. 
I have suggested that Aristotle’s views of knowing better have influenced western 
understanding of higher education in comparison to studies done on the “lower” 
levels of education. Some of Aristotle’s views on the matter today seem rather self-
evident. Today one turns to a higher level of understanding when one begins to to 
think about causes and reasons for the phenomena that are studied. As is evident, 
however, one of Aristotle’s views that is challenged nowadays is that, at the higher 
level of knowing, the results are not immediately useful. One wonders today why 
usefulness cannot also be an aim on higher levels of knowing. We certainly need a lot 
of complicated information in order to control the tortuous phenomena around us, 
such as global warming. In the case of global warming, we should know what causes 
it, what will follow from it and how we can prevent it if we choose to. Certainly we 
need the best information we can get from the situation and it should also be 
presented in a usable form. Is Aristotle’s viewpoint outdated? 
 

Is the idea of the university outdated?  
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There are different sciences and fields of study and each of them has its own problems 
and aims. Students of each science are taught to specific practices and theories of their 
fields.  It follows that there no longer is a general aim or idea of higher education or 
university. Aristotelian philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre has recently challenged this 
line of thinking. MacIntyre starts his article “The very Idea of University: Aristotle, 
Newman, and Us” (2009) by quoting a couple of authors who understand that the 
general doctrine of the university is no longer possible. If that viewpoint holds, it 
reflects on higher education studies in general. If there is no common theme that 
unites diverse special fields of education at a higher level, studies of higher education 
should also specialize in those different views. MacIntyre, however, disagrees 
strongly.  
According to MacIntyre we should not cease to ask “What is University?” because in 
that case we would also cease to ask “What is an educated mind?” (353)  Why should 
we then keep asking these questions? MacIntyre ventures to state that our universities, 
even the most distinguished ones, give inadequate general education. On what 
grounds does MacIntyre state this, as it seems obvious that university education along 
with the progress of the sciences developed to the level that past generations could 
only dream about. Certainly medical doctors today are much better equipped to heal 
their patients than the graduates of the past. 
MacIntyre writes:  
“a suprising number of the major disorders of the latter part of the twentieth century 
and the first decade of the twenty-first century have been brought about by some of 
the most distinguished graduates of some of the most distinguished universities in the 
world and this is the result of an inadequate general education … that has made it 
possible for those graduates to act decisively and deliberately without knowing what 
they are doing.” (361)  
As a philosopher MacIntyre admits that he cannot argue adequately for “such a 
contentious claim,” but he does give us some examples: the Vietnam War, the policies 
of the United States towards Iran and the present world economic crisis (361). 
What does MacIntyre mean when he states that those distinguished graduates did not 
know what they were doing? Human action always has several dimensions and it is 
therefore not easy to answer the question ‘What are you doing?” (359) One might 
answer “Solving an equation; predicting next week’s stock prices; pleasing my 
employer; working late in the office; absenting myself from dinner with my family; 
alienating my oldest child” (359). In order to know what one is doing, one ought have 
an educated mind and that is something different from professional skills (360). 
Although I ought to know what I am doing as a professional, my scope is also limited: 
I just solve an equation or predict stock prices and do not let other things disturb my 
work. 
I will now return to the example of global warming. From MacIntyre’s perspective we 
should first and foremost ask what are we, humans on earth, doing. Are we destroying 
the earth? If we are, how should we act differently and how are we to change our 
behaviour? In order to solve these questions, help from skilful professionals is 
certainly needed; but, in order to deal with the situation we also should be educated 
enough to face these questions and think about what we are doing. 
 

Re-reading Aristotle 
It is true that Aristotelianism has often stood in the way of progress. When one, 
however, actually reads his texts it is difficult to find dogmatic declarations that 
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cannot be questioned within the corpus itself.6 Actually, it is typical, that one has to 
rethink the positions that at first seemed obvious when one goes on and reads the 
corpus more carefully. Let us look at some examples of this kind of reading. 
In the article about the idea of university McIntyre cites a passage from The Idea of 
University by John Henry Newman. It reads: 
“While we are men, we cannot help, to a great extent, being Aristotelians, for the 
great Master does but analyse the thoughts, feelings, views, and opinions of human 
kind. He has told us the meaning of our own words and ideas, before we were born. In 
many subject-matters, to think correctly, is to think like Aristotle; and we are his 
disciples whether we will or no, though we may not know it.” (Newman 1907 [1852 
and 1858/73], 109–110, cf. MacIntyre 2009)  
This makes one wonder that, if Newman’s view is correct, then MacIntyre’s own 
view about the aim of university education should also be an Aristotelian view, that 
is, MacIntyre himself should be a disciple of Aristotle. I have pointed out the four 
ways of knowing better from Aristotle’s text, but MacIntyre’s view seems to be 
something else. He states that we know better when we know what we are doing. Let 
us read the passage from Aristotle again.  
When I return to the paragraph, where Aristotle writes about knowing better and read 
the very next sentence, I can see that MacIntyre’s view is actually Aristotelian. There 
Aristotle writes about “craftsman” whose knowledge is on a lower level than that of 
“experts”, that they “do things, but without knowing what they are doing” (981b). 
Aristotle does actually present a fifth way of knowing better – knowing what we are 
doing – although this view is presented only as a lack of something in those who do 
not know better. 
I will take one more example of reading Aristotle that seems to disagree with the 
views presented above. 
In her study on the cooperation of academic and industrial supervisors in research 
schools Salminen-Karlsson and Wallgren notice that graduate education also implies 
educating a person (2008). In order to deal with this aspect she uses the Aristotelian 
concept phronésis. According to Salminen-Karlsson and Wallgren phronesis is 
embodies the form of knowledge which cannot be codified into writing, is acquired 
through experience rather than instruction and has a social component. Salminen-
Karlsson and Wallgren (2007) even state that “Phronesis seems to be what graduate 
education ideally is about.” 
In my reading of the phases of learning – sensation, experience, technique, 
knowledge, wisdom – there was no place for phronésis. In what context does Aristotle 
then use this concept? In his most well-known work, After Virtue, MacIntyre states 
that Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics is the “most brilliant set of lecture notes ever 
written” (MacIntyre 1981, 138). It is in this text that Aristotle presents phronésis as 
one of the ways with which we can search for truth. He writes:  “Let it be assumed 
that there are five qualities through which the mind achieves truth in affirmation or 

                                                
6 A good example of this includes feminist readings of Aristotle. Aristotle’s comment that the female is 
”as it were a deformed male” has certainly contributed to the subordination of women. A careful reader 
of Aristotle, however, knows that he does infuse commonplace views into his more careful 
philosophical thinking. When we read how Aristotle sees the difference between women and men from 
the philosophical perspective his view is not that disturbing from our present perspective. McGowan 
sums up Aristotle’s view: “[M]ale and female do not differ substantially, but differ only with respect to 
separate capacities to give rise to young, and with respect to the parts of their bodies which serve this 
function” (McGowan 1992). 
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denial, namely Art or technical skill (tekhné), Scientific Knowledge (epistémé), 
Prudence (phronésis), Wisdom (sofia), and Intelligence (nous)” (1139b). 
Today it is often difficult to present one way of uncovering the truth but Aristotle 
gives us here five different ways. Three of these (tekhné, epistémé, sofia) are already 
familiar to us from our reading of the beginning of Metaphysics above. In addition 
there are two new ones (phronésis and nous) and two of those that Aristotle presented 
in Metaphysics (aisthésis and empeiria) are excluded from the list in Nichomachian 
Ethics. All included we have seven ways of approaching the truth or learning: 
sensation (aisthésis), technique (tekhné), experience (empeiria), (scientific) 
knowledge (epistémé), wisdom (sophia), prudence (phoronésis), intelligence or 
thinking (nous). With such a wide range of possibilities of learning one could end up 
concluding that one of these aspects should be taken more into account when teaching 
the subject. Salminen-Karlsson and Wallgren, for example, noticed that in graduate 
education we should understand epistémé and phronésis as the goals of that education 
(Salminen-Karlsson and Wallgren 2007). There have also been others’ attempts to 
include an ethical dimension to our university curriculum. 
In their article “The generic competences: an opportunity for ethical learning in the 
European convergence in higher education” (2007) Boni and Lozano suggest that the 
attempt to include generic competences into the degrees within the European Higher 
Education Area is actually closely related to the objectives of ethical learning. 
Although the authors do not write about knowing better they do refer to the 
distinction Aristotle makes between an expert and a craftsman. Boni and Lozano refer 
to MacIntyre’s After Virtue and characterize the difference in the following way: 
“Aristotle said that the difference between an expert and a craftsman was that the 
former was familiar with both ends and means, while the latter only knew the means” 
(Boni and Lozano 2007). In other words, the expert knows what will follow from his 
or her actions, from what he or she is doing. 
 

Conclusion 
The starting point of this article was that there seems to be an identity crisis within 
higher education studies. Although higher education, as a field of research, has only 
been around for a few decades its themes were dealt with already in antiquity. By 
returning to these age-old views we could grasp our present problems. My suggestion 
is to widen our perspectives into the past. 
First of all, by returning to the old Aristotelian model of learning as listening to 
teachers speak, we can better understand how we ended up with lectures as the main 
model of teaching at the universities. According to Aristotle, this way of learning was 
only co-incidental to the way of learning back then. I then pointed out that the 
learning environment changed when research journals became more common during 
the nineteenth century and the seminar was invented in order to teach students to 
write research articles (Kruse 2006). Nowadays, the ways we publish and access 
information has again changed dramatically with the invention of the internet. How 
should this situation influence our teaching at the universities? What will be the new 
mode of teaching that will respond to the situation in a way similar to that of the 
invention of the seminar in response to the new situation of printed journals? 
The problem of teaching ethical issues was very much present in ancient texts about 
education. Plato presented the problem in the following way (Plato, Protagoras 319e, 
First Alcipiades 118e): Pericles was an excellent statesman who was able to govern 
Athens with wisdom. He did not, however, manage to educate own sons properly 
although he fully understood it to be his most important task and he asked the best 
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experts to help him. If even Pericles fails to give ethical education to his sons, is it at 
all possible to teach human beings to be better persons in an ethical respect? Although 
our culture has developed in many ways from the days of Plato and Aristotle, the 
question of how to educate moral or ethical matters has not been definitely answered.  
In order to identify what the field of higher education studies is we ought to consider 
what is meant by ‘higher’ in higher education. We usually understand ‘higher’ to 
mean something that takes place in an advanced state of education and it deals with 
themes that are rather difficult to learn. When the oldest universities that still exist 
were established about a millennium ago, the world was interpreted in the light of the 
scholastic idea that knowledge had to be deduced from old authoritative sources. One 
of the main sources were the writings of Aristotle. For centuries Aristotle’s views on 
stages of learning were the main material to identify university education in relation 
to other levels of teaching and learning. It is therefore no wonder that we still, for 
example, understand knowing the causes and reasons higher as merely knowing 
something. There are, however, also other descriptions of knowing better in texts of 
Aristotle. MacIntyre’s reading, for example, emphasises knowing what one is doing 
as a higher possibility of knowing. Indeed, to know what one is doing is essentially 
knowing what consequences my actions have on others, thus MacIntyre’s reading 
turns the question of knowing better to that of an ethical one. When we now try to 
identify higher education studies by defining what we mean by ‘higher’ should we 
take this ethical dimension into account? And if we take this viewpoint seriously, we 
ought to also consider how to teach and evaluate ethical education at the highest level. 
With this task it might be helpful to return to the first formulations of the problem. 
The supervisor-student chain from Socrates to Plato, from Plato to Aristotle and from 
Aristotle to Alexander the Great knows no equivalent in world history (Kojève 1963). 
It is actually quite rare that a great figure of history succeeds in teaching his or her 
wisdom to the student in a way that also the student becomes a world historical 
figure.7 Today we often take it for granted that Aristotelianism and Platonism were 
two different philosophical systems. In the ancient world that would have seemed a 
strange position. Phillip Cary writes: “In the ancient period, however, the prevailing 
opinion was that Aristotelian philosophy presented a modification rather than a 
rejection of Platonism” and continues “both Neoplatonism and the Hellenistic 
Academy held that Aristotle's teaching was distinguishable from Plato's in name 
only” (2000, 22). We can argue that Alexander actually carried out the philosophical 
ideas of Socrates, Plato and Aristotle as he tried to create a universal state (Kojéve 
1963). In this kind of political system all human beings are citizens of the one state 
(Kojéve 1963).  
Nowadays human beings are linked with each other more closely than ever. As we 
saw Plato’s main idea with education was linked to the ideal form of society with 
pedagogy, to educate people in the way that it promotes an ideal society. What would 
this mean today? What kind of society should we human beings form and what kind 
of education and higher education would advance that kind of society? In order to 
deal with these questions we should also take the global view with respect to higher 
education. In the present globalized world, it is also important to be able to 
understand points of view to higher education other than Western ones. Yet, in order 
to do that it is useful first to return to our own origins. In order to see, for example, 
how the Post-Confucian higher education system in East Asia differs from the 
                                                
7 If we take, for example, the list of the 100 people that changed the world from Biography online, the 
only ones in direct teacher-student –relationship are these four. 
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Western model, it is useful to return to the views of Plato and Aristotle and compare 
these views with the Confucian views from the same time period (Hartnett 2011). 
These ancient views might still help us to formulate the problems and questions of 
present-day higher education. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
REFERENCES 
Works of Aristotle and Plato: http://www.perseus.tufts.edu, accessed 13 March 2014. 
Albert, S. & Whetten, D. (1985) Organizational identity, Research in Organizational 
Behavior, 7: 263–295. 
Barnett, R. (2003). Beyond All Reason, Living with Ideology in the University. 
(Suffolk: The Society for Research into Higher Education & Open University Press). 
Biography online http://www.biographyonline.net/people/people-who-changed-
world.html accessed 11 March 2014. 
Brennan, J et al., (2008) Higher Education Looking Forward, An Agenda for Future 
Research, European Science Foundation, www.esf.org, accessed 13 March 2014. 
Brennan, J. & Teicler, U. (2008) The future of higher education and higher education 
research, Higher education looking forward: an introduction, Higher Education 56(3), 
259–264. 
Cary, P. (2000) Augustine's Invention of the Inner Self (New York: Oxford UP).  
Derrida, Jacques (1983) The Principle of reason: the university in the eyes of its 
pupils,  Diacritcs 13(2) , 3–20. 
Eby, Frederick and Arrowood, Charles (1940) The History and Philosophy of 
Education Ancient and Medieval (New York, Prentice-Hall) 
European Science Foundation (2007) Higher Education Looking Forward: Relation 
between Higher Education and Society. European Science Foundation. 
http://www.esf.org/helf 
European Science Foundation (2008) Higher Education Looking Forward: An 
Agenda for Future Research. European Science Foundation. http://www.esf.org/helf 
Hartnett, R. (2011) The Jixia Academy and the Birth of Higher Learning in China, A 
Comparison of Fourth-Century B.C. Chinese Education with Ancient Greece 
(Lewinston: The Edwin Mellen Press). 
Heidegger. M. (2005) [1922] Phänomenologische Interpretationen Ausgewähter 
Abhandlungen des Aristotles zur Ontologie und Logik (Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio 
Klostermann). 
Himanka, J. (2000) Does the earth move. The Philosophical Forum XXXI(1), 57–84.  
Himanka, J. (2002) Husserl's argumentation for the Pre-Copernican view of the earth. 
The Review of Metaphyscis LVIII(3), 621–644. 
Himanka, J. (2005) Husserl's two turths: Adequate and apodictic evidence. 
Phänomenologische Forschungen, 92–112 (Hamburg: Felix Mainer). 
Himanka, J. (2012) The University as a Community of Selves: Johan Wilhelm 
Snellman’s “On University Studies”. Higher Education 64(4), 517–528. 
Hutchinson, D. S. and Johson M. R. (2013) Protrepticus, http://blog.protrepticus.info, 
accessed 11 March 2014. 
Jongbloed, B., Enders, J. and Salerno, C. (2008) Higher Education and its 
Communities: Interconnections and Interdependencies. In European Science 



	 12	

Foundation, Higher Education Looking Forward: Relations between Higher 
Education and Society (pp. 39–48). http://www.esf.org/helf, accessed 11 March 2014 
Kojève, A. (1963) Tyranny and Wisdom in L. Strauss (New York: The Free Press), 
On Tyranny, 135–176. 
Kruse, Otto (2006) The Origins of Writing in the Disciplines, Traditions of Seminar 
Writing And the Humboldtian Idea of Research University, Written Communication 
23(3). 
Macfarlane, B. (2005) The disengaged academic: the retreat from citizenship. Higher 
Education Quarterly 59(4), 296–312. 
MacIntyre, A. (1981) After Virtue (London, Duckworth). 
MacIntyre, A. (2009) The Very Idea of University: Aristotle, Newman and Us. British 
Journal of Educational Studies, 347–362. 
McGowan, D. (1992) The Metahysical Science of Aristotle’s Generation of Animals 
and It’s Feminist Critics,  The Review of Metaphysics 46(2) 307–341. 
Neave, G. (1985) Gentlemen, Scholars, and Adminisrators, The Rise of the Higher 
Education Research Community in Sweden. Journal of Higher Education 56(1), 1–
25. 
Newman, J. H. (1905) [1852 and 1858/73] The Idea of University. London: 
Longmans, Green, and Co.  
Pedersen, O. (1997) First Universities. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Rousseau, J-J. (1911), Emile, or on Education (London: Dent & Sons). 
Rüegg W. (1993), ed. Geschichte der Universität in Europa I (München: Verlag C. H. 
Beck). 
Salmenkivi, Eero (2010) Knowledge through Discussion, An Interpretation of 
Epistemology in Plato’s Meno. (Helsinki: Helsinki University Print). 
Salminen-Karlsson, M. and Wallgren, I (2008) The Interaction of Academic and 
Industrial Supervisors in Graduate Education: An Investigation of Industrial Research 
Schools,  Higher Education 56(1), 77–93. 
Tengelyi, Lazlo (2003) The Wild Region in Life-History (Evanston: Notwestern 
University Press). 
Tight, M. (2003) Higher education as a field of research. In The Routledge Falmer 
Reader in Higher Education, ed. M. Tight, 1–14 (London: Routledge). 
Tengelyi, L. (2004) The Wild Region in Life-History (Evenston: Northwestern UP). 
Waeraas, A. & Solbakk, M. (2009) Defining the essence of a university: lessons from 
higher education branding, Higher Education 57(4), 449–462. 
 


