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Abstract
The university has risen over nearly a thousand years, growing from a tiny Western 
outcrop between church and state into a great global behemoth—key to culture, ac-
tion, and stratification. Even as it has grown and flourished, the university has been 
shadowed by relentless attacks. We seek here to explain the seeming paradox. Our 
starting point is a distinction between institution and organization. The university 
institution is defined by religious-like cultural claims regarding the comprehensi-
bility of the universe and the comprehending capacities of the humans within it; 
university organizations represent manifestations of those commitments in the real 
world. The institution is buffered from attacks: it shares a cultural base with West-
ern and now world society, and its claims transcend scuffles with everyday forms of 
understanding. University organizations are exposed to attacks: each instance of the 
great institution fails to fulfill its magnificent promises, especially as those promises 
aggrandize over the Modern Period under decentralized conditions. The attacks 
reasonably call attention to the gulf between myth and reality, clustering around stu-
dents and professors, who operationalize the promise of comprehending capacities, 
and research and teaching, which operationalize the promise of comprehensibility. 
But they are often hyperbolic in tone, as a series of exhibits from Europe and the 
U.S. over several centuries shows. The exhibits underscore two main themes: at-
tacks focus on specific organizational failures, not on the overall institution of the 
university; and attacks focus on those aspects of university organization that link 
most directly to the great institution, i.e., the sediments of comprehensibility and 
comprehension—students, professors, teaching, research. The exhibits furthermore 
suggest common determinants of attack—grand claims, lax standards, and multi-
tudinous interpreters. In aggregate, the attacks convey a profound sense of crisis; 
but one by one, they reveal exaggeration and embellishment. Notwithstanding its 
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millennium in the rising sun, the university as an institution is not inviolable. It has 
been challenged before in times of revolution, and its triumph is contingent on the 
endurance and extension of the Western-origin cultural mantle. Were that mantle to 
crumble—as may be happening now—the thunder of attacks might be the clamor-
ous prelude to the silence of demise.

Keywords  University · Higher education · Institution · Organization · 
Illiberalism · World society

The University: Exalted Institution and Ruined Organization

The university is a paramount institution in contemporary world society. It is hard 
to define, but claimed and recognized organizational instances of it are to be found 
essentially everywhere. Expansion—in numbers, students, teachers, and topical 
scope—has gone on for most of a millennium, increasing in the post-Enlightenment 
period, and becoming explosive since the Second World War (Schofer and Meyer 
2005; Frank and Meyer 2020; Baker et al. 2024). A person’s degree-holding status is 
the central ingredient of their place in the world’s stratification system. The profes-
sions deriving from it have religious-like authority, and the university knowledge 
system normatively and cognitively grounds every other institution, from economy 
and polity to culture, family, and religion (Shils 1992a).

But surprisingly, in much of the world today, from New Delhi to Miami, the uni-
versity is under attack—a punching bag for elites and a boxing dummy for the masses 
(Douglass 2021; Musto 2022; many others). Seen as corrupted by capitalists, over-
run by radicals, and gone to seed with a time-serving professoriate, the university’s 
Golden Age—the elusive chimera—seems lost amidst the bombardment.1 Indeed, 
negative comparisons with an imagined past (in Wilhelminian Germany, or Great 
Society United States) are routine.

In this paper, we address the interdependence of the university’s growing domi-
nance over time—which from many prosaic points of view seems unreasonable—
and the sweeping criticisms to be found almost everywhere, past and present. For 
instance, in the contemporary United States, all sorts of public problems lead to 
criticism, not of predatory and dubious financial institutions, but of eminent Harvard 
University.

We see the two poles here as reinforcing each other: the stunning success of the 
university invites attack, especially when its perceived problems are rooted in any of 
the societal sectors it grounds. We see this antagonism as taking a distinctive modern 
form.

The university as an institution—an integrated collection of grandiose but eva-
nescent cultural myths and assumptions about known and prospective Truths—is 
increasingly honored through the centuries. Its claims ground essentially all the 
arrangements of modernity. Criticisms of its existence, and proposals for its suppres-

1  Brint (2019) samples recent U.S. headlines, featuring words such as pillaging, broken, outrageous, mess, 
neglect, drowning, and death. They give a sense of the general discourse on universities.
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sion, are rare, and effective closures are—often almost immediately—rebounded. 
But its specific organizational expressions can everywhere be seen as having profane 
and odorous clay feet. This is especially likely, and problematic, precisely because of 
the grandeur and sacrality of the institution. No actual university could stand close 
inspection from the point of view of the cosmic institutional claims.

On these grounds, attackers dog universities from the start. Very rarely, the attacks 
are broad and oriented on institutional abolition, as when the communist revolu-
tionaries of the Khmer Rouge sought to eviscerate the university sector from the 
new Cambodia in the 1970s (Clayton 1998).2 More commonly, attacks are narrow 
and organizational, as when contemporary politicians in the U.S. seek to freeze out 
critical perspectives from the curriculum or to close offices of diversity, equity, and 
inclusion (e.g. Hutchens and Miller 2023). Often in these cases, detractors subscribe 
to the institutional myth as an ideal but attack a specific manifestation as in violation. 
This is easy to do, given the institution’s towering but substantively almost vacuous 
claims.

So in one sense, the stubbornness of attacks on the university through time is 
surprising, given the stupendous long-term rise and global expansion of the whole 
sector under a great legitimating institutional umbrella that extends over the course 
of modernity to support practically all the world’s elites and cultural authority. In 
another sense, the ceaselessness of attacks is almost inevitable, given the clash of 
celestial hyperbole with prosaic implementation. The university’s sublime standing 
as the locus of universalism and rationalism—the portal, as it were, to the mind of 
God—teeters precariously on slender filaments of organizational specification. With 
so much promised and so little pinned down, the university offers an elephantine 
target for attacks.

A primary argument here is that the centrality of the institution sustains attacks on 
specific organizational instances and structures sheltering under it. A secondary argu-
ment is that attacks are likely to focus on the elements of the university—students, 
professors, research, teaching—that are central to its institutional claims.

This paper explores the paradox of the long-term rise and seeming transcendence 
of the university as a global institution together with the endless attacks on all sorts of 
local organizational embodiments. We try to make sense of the university in exalta-
tion and ruins.

Institutional Immunity

The university arose in the late Middle Ages on an outcrop between the Western 
Church and State (or papacy and empire, per Rashdall 1895)—a site to study rather 
than to worship God. Already at its outset, it fused together the rudiments of two 
extraordinary claims: that the universe, at least at its base, is coherent and compre-
hensible and that humans, or some subset of them, have the capacity, even duty, to 

2  Pol Pot summoned forth a new Cambodia in 1976: “There are no schools, faculties or universities in the 
traditional sense, although they did exist in our country prior to liberation, because we wish to do away 
with all vestiges of the past” (quoted in Clayton 1998: 3).
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comprehend it (Rüegg 1992). The claims derive from a simple and schematic onto-
logical framework, permitting great variation in specifics and expansion over time.

Concerning comprehensibility, the first plank of the ontological framework pre-
sumes that the main dimensions of the universe are underwritten by a singular and 
coherent force (historically God) and thus imbued with order (other parts of the 
universe may be corrupted by a fallen angel). Those dimensions—initially spiritual 
and theological, later natural and philosophical, and now also social and psychologi-
cal—are conceived to operate according to rules that are the same everywhere and 
forever, bound together by a common logic into one reality that is increasingly know-
able. The ontology thus anchors the possibility of universalism and ultimate truth; 
integration, unity, and consistency across domains; rationalism and the progressive 
elaboration of causal structures; and realism and the independence of reality.3 These 
assumptions open the possibility of comprehensibility and inform the university’s 
purposes—originally to preserve eternal truths and later to propagate new ones—and 
its structure, which is nominally unified, joining supra-nature, nature, and society 
under a single name and authority. These assumptions underlie coherent knowledge 
and reason (both secular and religious)—laws of state, church, and social organiza-
tion. The unified character of envisioned Truth permits the integration of complex 
and apparently inconsistent local phenomena in one institution and its organizational 
instances: for example, a student can earn equivalent credits for learning to maximize 
sugar production in a business school and to minimize its consumption in medical 
and dental schools.

Concerning comprehending capacities, the second plank of the ontological frame-
work presumes the special status of (at least some) humans, conceived in the image 
of God and thus invested with unique capacities—and responsibilities—to rise above 
congenital ignorance (earlier sin) and achieve salvation through faith and educa-
tion in the principles of the first plank (Shils 1971). Humans have a duty to connect 
directly to God in both individual and collective forms: families, religious bodies, 
political states, the arts, and professional organizations have sacral qualities, and less 
and later so do economic structures. In both forms, humans wield so-called actor-
hood, with aptitude for great good but also base evil (thus requiring salvation through 
education) (Meyer 2000; Meyer 2010; Hwang, Colyvas, and Drori 2019). Their spe-
cial passport to the realm of truth and right action justifies the exuberant notion that 
humans, assembled in the university and operating within its ceremonies, can pro-
gressively access the fundamental rules of the cosmos—and act rationally within and 
upon them. Doing so involves Aristotelian telos, discerning the ultimate purposes 
inherent in Nature (or Providence). It represents not hubris but a moral duty to higher 

3  Alexander Pope’s “Essay on Man: Epistle 1” (1773) derives these elements—universalism, integration, 
rationalism, and realism—directly from the figure of God:

“He, who through vast immensity can pierce,
See worlds on worlds compose one universe,
Observe how system into system runs,
What other planets circle other suns,
What varied being peoples ev’ry star,
May tell why Heav’n has made us as we are.”
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learning, varyingly termed as deliverance and redemption, perfectibility, progress, 
advance, and development, as in raising the production and curbing the consumption 
of sugar (both activities contributing to the unified Gross National Product).4

Both planks of the ontological framework consist of improbable, even outlandish, 
assumptions. The notion that the secrets of the universe may be stripped of mystery 
and laid bare as a line of dominoes, and the notion that any member of the human spe-
cies may and should look squarely into the eyes of God and discern any fragment of 
that unfathomable mind—these are delusional from mundane vantage points and bor-
derline execratory. They derive obviously from the tenets of Western Christendom. A 
different cultural base emphasizing, for example, impermanence, chaos, and parallel, 
intersecting plains of existence (e.g., Samsara) would have left a different cultural 
imprint with greater fragmentation across domains and a diffuse sense of actorhood 
decentering the human individual—or a godhead for that matter.

The primacy of comprehensibility and comprehending capacities was already 
evident, at least in latent form, in the medieval university,5 which was organized 
into faculties of theology, law, medicine, and philosophy—the last of lesser elevation 
(Rashdall 1895; Clark 2006). The faculties fed into the learned vocations of the Mid-
dle Ages, at a time when “vocation” implied realizing and even restoring the order 
of Providence. Later during the Reformation, Martin Luther formulated vocation as 
Beruf – a term that encompassed all sorts of work and integrated the religious and the 
secular (a divine calling, on one hand, with one’s station in life, on the other) (van 
Noppen 2000).6 In the Late Medieval and Early Modern periods, vocation and Beruf 
alike indicated something grander and more diffuse than a productive role in the 
labor force; it involved the realization of God’s will and one’s place in an integrated 
cosmos. And the university, then as now, was central to that realization.

Despite their inflated pretensions, it is not these cultural claims that stoke attacks 
on the university. On the contrary, they provide it legitimation and camouflage, for 
these institutional taproots are grounded in a religious and later scientific base and, 
in recent centuries, integrated into the pretenses and actualities of global Modernity. 
This shared ontological framework binds the university to the heart of society, so 

4  In 1866, the President of Harvard University, Thomas Hill, summarized the two planks thus:
“The ultimate ends of common sense, of philosophy, and of science are the same. They may be summed 
up in one, it is the reading of God's thought. The order of the universe is rational, intelligible. The convic-
tion of this primal truth springs up upon occasion for its use in every human mind. No mind capable of 
scientific labor ever doubts that all phenomena are subject to law, that is, that all phenomena succeed each 
other in an order which can be understood and expressed in the formulæ of human speech. To discover this 
order, to comprehend it, to express it in words and teach others to see it, this is the labor and the play, the 
work and the wages of the human intellect” (American Social Science Association 1866: 36).
5  As our discussion so far has emphasized, these planks are ontological assumptions, not organizational 
specifications. Only in the 19th century did Humboldt imagine a university that united empirical (sci-
entific) research with teaching. Our point is the assumptions, ever historically vacuous, drive various 
organizational arrangements, including Humboldt’s.

6  As Martin Luther related in a sermon in 1532: “Then a poor servant girl could honestly have joy in her 
heart and say: I’m cooking now, I’m making the bed, I’m sweeping the house—who told me to do it? My 
master and mistress told me. But who gave them such authority over me? God did. Ah, then it must be 
true that I’m not only serving them, but also serving God in heaven, and that God is pleased with it. How 
could I be more blessed? It is just as great as if I were cooking for God in heaven Himself.” ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​h​d​l​​.​h​a​
n​d​l​​e​.​n​e​​t​/​2​0​2​​7​/​o​s​u​​.​3​2​4​3​5​​0​3​2​6​​7​2​2​9​7​​?​u​r​l​a​​p​p​e​n​d​=​​%​3​B​s​​e​q​=​4​4​​1​%​3​B​o​​w​n​e​r​i​d​​=​1​1​9​​3​6​7​5​7​8​-​4​8​9​.
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deeply burying its cultural assumptions as to elude interrogation. Raw oppositions—
asserting that the universe is incomprehensible or that humans cannot comprehend—
are stigmatized and may breach legal boundaries and cultural taboo (as with doctrines 
of legal responsibility and liability).

The university’s quasi-religious metaphysical commitments (also shared by its 
contemporary scientized instantiations) themselves do not expose the institution to 
attack but in fact shield it. The expansion and spread of this cultural system from its 
Western Christian wellspring over most of the last millennium extends and fosters the 
underlying ontological premises, solidifying a subterranean and increasingly global 
cultural bedrock on which the university securely stands. Comprehensive scrutiny 
of the base is rare, and thus so are frontal attacks on the university as an institution.

These high-handed ideologies do not fuel attacks because they exist and evolve 
as meta-assumptions rather than concrete structures. As such, they prove highly 
absorptive over time, coming to terms with great shifts in definition and social orga-
nization, enabling the university’s long-term expansion. For example, through the 
Scientific Revolution and Enlightenment, the locus of comprehensibility spread from 
a narrow transcendental arena in medieval times to an encompassing empirical one, 
increasingly touching cosmic questions such as the origins of the universe and the 
nature of consciousness, but also ignoble matters such as sex, garbage, and com-
modity exchange. Over the same period, the attribution of comprehending capacities 
spread from a tiny set of literati to virtually all adult Homo sapiens (for now, other 
primates remain excluded). Along both dimensions, the core assumptions remained 
intact even as their scopes of application grew dramatically. Interpretations of the 
ontological framework are thus historically elastic, and they remain so at least in part 
because they are organizationally inchoate, neither formally specified nor lawfully 
established in any centralized supra-national body (Frank and Meyer 2023). This 
affords the university great adaptability and neutralizes abolitionist attacks.

Thus, the university’s core premises—despite their obvious overreach—generate 
minimal pushback, even over centuries of expansion. For instance, the early found-
ers and supporters of “social science,” including sociology, established that branch 
of learning on the uncertain and utopic promise of future, not present, understand-
ings, based on unfalsifiable assumptions about the knowability, scientizability, and 
thus manageability (not to mention existence) of the entity “society” (Shenhav 1999; 
Smith 2023). Still earlier, Humboldt’s new university—a fusion of the humanistic 
teaching college with the scientific research institute—was seen as organizational 
realignment with core institutional premises, not as fatal mission creep or utter trans-
formation (Shils 1992b).

The university’s extravagant premises moreover generate minimal pushback from 
their decoupling and dissonance with so-called real life. Indeed, disconnections 
between the grand knowledge system of the university and an array of everyday 
understandings stir little trouble. Alternative assumptions and forms prove to be more 
complementary than contradictory. Consider the distance between the ordinary bases 
of social life and the grand universalisms of the academy (cf. Weingart 2010). The 
latter are far removed from the understandings necessary to, and produced by, local 
and practical experience.

First, experiential knowledge is particularistic rather than universalistic:
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	● Daily life is saturated with particularisms—highlighting that which is contingent, 
situated, local, etc., strong assertions of which challenge the universalistic bases 
of university knowledge and privilege instead something more like wisdom or 
skill.

	● Everyday experience surfaces many incongruities—revealing the segmented 
quality of reality, each piece of which operates according to its own rules and 
logics. Deep incongruities fracture the holistic integration of “knowledge” and 
promote instead an orientation on sector-specific skills and techniques.7

Second, the practical world, structured from the point of view of humans rather than 
God, appears more anarchical than rational:

	● Practical reality is awash in subjectivities—personal feelings, tastes, and points 
of view, abiding commitments to which wither the objective roots of comprehen-
sibility and foster the likes of opinion and bias.

	● The real world is loaded with irrationalities—featuring the inexplicable and an-
archic, including chance, omens, manifestations, magic, luck, chaos, and fate, 
heavy doses of which scramble the rationalistic foundations of academic under-
standing and lean in favor of wisdom, faith, and superstition.

	● Real life is inundated with evidence of the duality of human nature—with reason 
on one side and wrath, greed, lust, etc., on the other (Yin and Yang, Ariel and 
Caliban). The rip currents of heart and loin disrupt the head’s even keel and lead 
to battlefields and boudoirs over lecture halls and laboratories, inciting riots of 
passion over trains of thought.

These alternative assumptions and forms of understanding prevail in everyday life, 
and they diverge sharply from those associated with the high myth of the univer-
sity, grounding popular criticisms and mutterings about the uselessness of academic 
knowledge and personnel. Jokes about the practical ineptness of professors and irrel-
evance of academic knowledge could fill libraries.8 From time to time, they spur 
reform. But strikingly they do not seed the rainclouds of real attack. In fact, the aca-
demic knowledge system coexists rather peacefully with a wide range of mundane 
alternatives—including wisdom, intuition, skills, beliefs, and passions. Their concur-
rence seldom sparks conflagration and rarely even lights the flame of strife. Note that 
this remains true even when alternatives are organized systematically, for instance 
into trade schools or monasteries. Alternatives may stand in the shadow of the uni-
versity and may be circumscribed by it, but for the most part they blend smoothly into 
potpourris of understanding and are not primary sources of dissension.

Frontal attacks on the institution—challenging outright the comprehensibility of 
the universe and the comprehending capacities of the humans who inhabit it—are 

7  All kinds of secrets—secret programs, secret formulae, Arcana Cœlestia, and certainly trade secrets—
reflect the segmented view. “The nervousness felt by many artisans at transferring their technical skills to 
outsiders is reflected in the standard oath sworn by an early modern London apprentice, which stipulated 
that he ‘his said master faithfully his secrets keep’” (Epstein 2004: 267).

8  Images of eggheaded, absent-minded academics who “couldn’t fight their way out of a paper bag” illus-
trate the incompetence attributed to the upright denizens of the university. Those who cannot do, teach.
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thus very rare over centuries. When they occur, they reflect neither overreaching 
premises nor friction with the functional exigencies of everyday social life but deep 
ruptures in the cultural terra firma, which destabilize not only the university but also 
society and the cultural framework at large. Such attacks almost always occur amidst 
episodes of revolution that condemn the retrograde old and herald in the transcendent 
new, manifesting as sweeping, top-down, yet temporary closures in the university 
sector. We return to these rare cases at the end—e.g., Revolutionary and Napoleonic 
France, Mao’s China, Pol Pot’s Cambodia, and Khomeini’s Iran. On a smaller scale, 
particular university closures often reflect local regime change—Reformation-based 
religious shifts, empire break-ups, and the like. Even substantial political-organiza-
tional developments may leave the institutional frame intact.

Organizational Susceptibility

The deep-seated and pliable cultural foundations discussed above offer the grand 
global institution of the university much immunity from attack. The same does not 
apply to the many thousands of local organizations claiming university status. This 
is the case despite, or because, these organizations—and associated organizational 
forms—self-consciously derive their identity and purpose from the institution and 
ostentatiously celebrate their links to its ineffable and enduring cosmic structure 
(Shattock 1992; Shils 1992b). Whereas people often play up their youth, university 
organizations tend to do the opposite, parading the gargoyled antiquity of their build-
ings and the ritualized afunctionality of their ceremonies, and otherwise bedecking 
themselves in literal and figurative ivy.9 So a researcher studying the behavior of 
worms may do so in a setting of considerable dignity and celestial grandeur. But the 
very gilt that reflects the institution’s luster also reveals the organization’s tarnish.

Why Organizational Attacks Proliferate

Over the long sweep of a millennium, the university has embodied a central core 
myth—a grand but unspecified faith—which has intensified in the post-World War 
II era. There are yawning gaps between the imagined university and the real day-to-
day enterprises involved, exposing the organization to criticism. The notion that the 
universe is comprehensible, which underpins research and teaching, and the notion 
that people have comprehending capacities, which underpins students and faculty, 
are both heroic in form and craven in practice. The grand cultural aspirations of the 
institution are buried in the substructure of Western and now world society and elude 
assault. But the organizational instantiae—both concrete universities and concrete 
organizational forms—stand naked and exposed. The attacks are especially bitter 
because of the cultural centrality of the guiding faith, with its abstract rather than 

9  Thus, the mottos of many universities appear in Latin, the eternal language: Veritas, Probitas, Iustitia 
(Universitas Indonesia), Argentum virtus robur et studium (Universidad de Buenos Aires), Integri Pro-
cedamus (University of Ghana), etc. (Drori 2013; Pineda 2015).
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substantive character. They generally focus on the organizational elements that most 
directly embody the mythical core—research, teaching, students, and faculty.

Overall: Decoupling Between Institution and Organization

Indeed, university organizations are vulnerable to attack in the first place because 
each instance imperfectly reflects the great abstract institution and can and must be 
faulted for failing to embody its ideals. Comparison-cum-shortcoming is the rule. 
The benchmark is a proper university, made in the image of the institution. Organiza-
tions routinely fail to measure up, their flaws often laid bare in moments of change, 
as when Howard University (US) cut classics or Bangor University (UK) axed chem-
istry—eliciting outcries. Real-world manifestations inevitably fall short of expansive 
idealized visions.10 The institution’s extreme and substantively often vacuous claims 
render decoupling as endemic and foster attacks on local versions.

Institutional Centrality

The increasing cultural centrality of the university institution, as it ascends through 
the centuries—inflecting upward with modernity and skyrocketing over recent 
decades—intensifies the susceptibility of university organizations to attack. As more 
and more of the universe is deemed comprehensible, and as more and more humans 
are imbued with comprehending capacities, the institution strengthens its grip on 
claims to be the repository of truth and reason, the arbitrator and progenitor of author-
itative understandings, the engine of prosperity and progress, and the great equalizer 
and distributor of opportunity, elevating the stakes in getting any given organization 
right. A candy company that closes its nut division raises little ire; a university that 
closes its math department may be said to imperil society itself.11 The aspirational 
and expanding scope of the university’s institutional purpose creates a moving and 
increasingly untenable benchmark for singleton organizations claiming university 
status, thus proliferating the prospects for their failure and warrants for their attack.

The process is especially stark in the economic domain, in which real-world uni-
versity organizations grow accountable to fire the engines of development and wealth 
accumulation with extensions of truth and understanding (read: innovation and 
human capital) (Etzkowitz 2014; Valero and Van Reenen 2019; Schofer et al. 2021). 
Contemporary economic rationales—differentiated from the social-cultural-political-
economic soup of their origins—powerfully legitimate the university institution, and 
at the same time open fecund grounds for attack, when university organizations miss 

10  The relationship here between institution and instantiations is in good part ordinary. For example, any 
given family must be a disappointment compared to the institution of The Family, and many marriages are 
fiascos relative to Marriage. Even a badger may fail to be a Badger. Notwithstanding the general pattern, 
the religious-like myth of the university sets it apart, at the extreme end of a continuum. The bigger the 
myths, the harder they fall.
11  See, e.g., ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​w​w​w​​.​i​n​d​e​p​​e​n​d​e​​n​t​.​c​o​​.​u​k​/​n​​e​w​s​/​e​d​​u​c​a​t​​i​o​n​/​h​​i​g​h​e​r​​/​t​h​e​-​s​​u​m​-​o​​f​-​a​l​l​-​f​e​a​r​s​-​1​2​4​8​0​.​h​t​m​l, last 
accessed February 2025. An average human leading an average life—in which phone calculators are 
essential tools in uncloaking the mysteries of arithmetic—may be permitted some surprise at the Sturm 
und Drang.
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their performance metrics, for example by failing to fill business incubators or instill 
appropriate job skills. Here again the promise and the peril are as one.

Of course, the economic domain is just one legitimating entailment of the superor-
dinate framework making the institution so central. The university is also central for 
its role in sustaining and renewing civilization (or decay, as when canons are lost), 
fostering political stability and liberalism (or authoritarian slippage, as when aca-
demic discourse is censured), and contributing to social mobility (or reproduction, as 
when legacy admissions prevail). Like the economic, these bases of the university’s 
legitimation—and centrality—depend on and are derivative of the two planks of its 
core mythos.

Organizational Decentralization

The potential for disappointment and jeopardy of attack are especially great given 
the decentralization of the higher education sector in many countries, and certainly 
in the emergent world society. Devoid of any overall authority to set university stan-
dards, every organization and organizational embodiment differs, often a great deal, 
from others. An organization may be faulted for leaving out elements common else-
where, perhaps a department of fine arts or civil engineering, and including elements 
that are idiosyncratic—e.g., the quixotic Department of Social Relations at Harvard 
(1946–1972) or the prosaic Institute for Beer Research at the Katholieke Universiteit 
Leuven. Variations are all but guaranteed in the absence of centralized regulation and 
oversight, opening avenues of attack.

The Reasonable and Unreasonable Character of Attacks

If all the attacks over a millennium were taken seriously, then eliminating the uni-
versity because of its failures would sound reasonable, even imperative. Centuries of 
public commentary are replete with clear signals that the university never lived up to 
its promises and never really delivered (Shils 1992a). When read across time and at 
a moment of seemingly historic ambivalence over the university in world society, we 
have ample grounds to believe it never really will.

Yet the recurrent attacks commonly seem very disproportionate. Organizational 
hiccups—minor in the grand scheme of things—can be hyperbolized into dramatic 
and practically civilizational crises, envisioned as omens of apocalypse rather than 
quotidian perturbations. All this follows from the university’s volatile mix of every-
thingness and nothingness, its suspension between centrality and vacuity. Kerr (1989) 
and many others have noted that academic conflicts are so bitter because nothing is 
at stake. The observation is at least partially correct. Nothing is indeed at stake, but 
at the same time everything flies on the wings of comprehensibility and comprehend-
ing capacities. It is the combustibility of all and naught that causes the big bang of 
university attacks, or at least the endless sputtering. Notably, attacks tend to concen-
trate not on administrative matters, however consequential, but over symbolic and 
sacralized—and often inconsequential—issues tied to research, teaching, students, 
and faculty.
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Instances

To delve further, we turn to illustrative cases of attacks on universities over recent 
centuries.12 Universities are most frequently and recurrently attacked along lines of 
their defining elements, and thus their direct ties to the overall institutional myth: for 
violations of the principles of comprehensibility and comprehending capacities as 
they are realized in university curricula (research and teaching) and university per-
sonnel (students and faculty). For example, commentators past and present express 
grave concerns over the hedonism and depravity of students and other university 
members; critics old and new lament the bigotries that restrict access and participa-
tion in the sacra conversazione of university study and scholarship; and detractors 
bygone and contemporary denounce the heresies that pervert the curriculum with 
politics and religion. To develop our argument, we present expressive instances of 
these major themes below. We call attention to their aggressive drama and sensation-
alism, which exemplify the cultural stakes and religious-like character of the grand 
institution. It is as if a few mistaken sentences in a Mass threaten the magic of the 
sacrament and destabilize the universe it upholds.

Our themes, as developed above:

1.	 Attacks focus on concrete instances of organizational failure, not on the overall 
institution of the university itself.

2.	 Attacks focus on those aspects of university organization that link most directly 
to the great institution, rather than mundane administrative dimensions.

Attacks on University Personnel

Critics summon ideals of The University in bemoaning the corruption of its current 
participants. We present here several accounts of the failure of students to live up to 
their imagined potential. It would be easy to find parallel instances of the Fallen char-
acter of professors and other academics: less attention goes to purely organizational 
functionaries, as we would expect.

Despite obligations to pursue rational inquiry and scientific investigation, every-
day students in everyday locales wear their loose-fitting robes with predictable vari-
ability, many displaying more hedonism than godly study. They drink and drug to 
excess. They form secret societies that haze inductees and normalize the abandon-
ment of reason, and they produce cultish countercultures that subvert the university’s 
institutional premises. In some cases, students descend into crime. Here are some 

12  We identified these by first iteratively querying all the major digitized archives containing English-
language news media and published opinions from the Western context covering the entire Modern Period. 
These archives are serviced by two Databases: Gale Primary Sources (20 archives, 1400-present) and 
NewsBank (3,000 archives, 1800-present). For each iteration, we designed the query to return lists of 
potential historical sources containing hostile or otherwise negative normative position-taking on the 
university, calling these “attacks.” For example, we included charged terms such as, “crisis,” “attack,” 
“ruin,” “downfall,” “corrupt,” “immoral,” “evil,” and “irrelevant.” We retained all pertinent attacks from 
the returned list of each query. We then grouped all instances by their thematic focuses or targets. Finally, 
we identified the three major targets emphasized here as those with the most numerous and historically 
longest running attacks.
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examples, the first from 400 years ago, the second and third from the present day. 
The throughline is clear.

	● When Sixtinus came to Franeker [University in the Netherlands], drunkenness 
and debauchery reigned in that university to a very great degree: he tells us that 
all the new students were immediately enrolled in the service of Bacchus, and 
obliged to swear… that they would spend all their money. […] [H]e was so per-
secuted… that he was obliged either to leave the university, or comply with the 
rest. (Source 1)

	● “I was a member of a [Dartmouth University] fraternity that asked pledges… 
to: swim in a kiddie pool of [bodily fluids] and rotten food products; eat omelets 
made of vomit; chug cups of vinegar, which in one case caused a pledge to vomit 
blood; drink beer poured down fellow pledges’ [buttocks]. […] I’ve learned at 
[the university that] good people can do awful things to one another for abso-
lutely no reason.” […] “[T]he system destroys the souls of hundreds of students 
every year...” (Source 2)

	● “This is not the situation where you have single users...” said US Attorney Mat-
thew GT Martin. […] “The amount of illegal narcotics being sold and used… was 
not only astonishing… it also reflected a very serious public health crisis,” said 
the sheriff. […] “We worked... to save lives. We also wanted to protect the integ-
rity of the University of North Carolina and other institutions of higher learning. 
[…] We cannot let this culture continue...” (Source 3)

So we see intemperance and mayhem instead of reflection and rectitude. We see 
shadow organizations nearly diabolically opposed to the logical ideals of the institu-
tion. In place of studiousness, dignity, discipline, and intellect, we instead see deprav-
ity, at odds with the freedom and self-transcendence promised by the university. We 
see things that, if they do not physically kill or gravely injure students, then they 
“destroy [their] souls.”

Far from the orderly, virtuous life of the mind, then, these exhibits and scores 
of others like them illustrate just the opposite: a chaotic and libertine student body 
that flouts the university’s abiding commitments to rational understanding and causal 
explanation. Attacks are almost inevitable under the circumstances: (1) the grandeur 
of the student identity (to seek truth, to master explanation, to elevate self and soci-
ety), (2) the laxity of role specifications (even basics like attending class often seem 
optional), and (3) the multitude of interpreters (university students currently number 
more than 250 million worldwide, according to UNESCO). Students, in short, are 
assigned leading roles in the drama of life and yet must improvise nearly all their 
lines. What is at stake is not only the “integrity of the university” and its students 
but also the wellbeing of the society it anchors. And perhaps to no wonder: few other 
organizations pull young people from their families and gather them together on cam-
puses outside the realm of ordinary civic life and legal frameworks. Much faith in the 
institution is involved, alongside much depression—and a drumroll of attacks—over 
the practical organizational results.

Given the stakes, the surprise of the foregoing may be less in the everyday perver-
sion of the student ideal and more in the enduring faith in its possibility. Of course, 
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there are elaborate and varied attempts at organizational rescue: honor codes and 
oaths; judicial panels on academic integrity; Title IX offices; drug and alcohol edu-
cation programs; academic and wellness coaches; Greek life offices; and required 
harassment and implicit bias training; alongside expansive programming under the 
auspices of student affairs—an increasingly central unit of the modern university.13 
The many efforts, naturally, have limited impact on the drunken lushes who are their 
object. Neither dream nor reality seem much touched by the other.

Attacks on University Membership

The university in theory encompasses everyone and everything; universalism is built 
into its name. But through history, interpretations of “everyone” and “everything” 
have been left to local organizations, where they may be defined particularistically 
and subjected to interrogation and attack. For example, despite its enduring claim 
to be the sacred site where humans can realize their exceptional potential to com-
prehend the universe, the university’s entryways historically have been gated, and 
the gothic portals to its libraries built with towering thresholds.14 Catholics, Non-
conformists, women, racial and ethnic minorities, and others all have faced both 
physical and systemic barriers to entry.15 Even today, many see its larger-than-life 
promises—intergenerational mobility, world peace, the colonization of Mars—as 
predestined but for a privileged few. By contemporary standards and yet also at every 
critical juncture in its history, the university has been quite reasonably criticized for 
its entrenched bigotry, its failure to shepherd and empower all people, no matter their 
creed or identity, along that great human endeavor toward universalistic and rational-
istic understanding. This all cuts two ways: critics condemn both improper inclusions 
and problematic exclusions. The following exhibits illustrate the tension, the first 
two from around the turn of the nineteenth century and the third recent. We highlight 
again their continuity through time and across context.

	● [T]he resident MAs at Oxford University… rejected by a large majority… to 
further emasculate and deprave Oxford University by admitting women. […] 
Tuesday’s vote is [a]... reaction against that petticoat ascendency which was al-

13  University organizations—with large international, development, and legal-affairs offices, etc.—are 
well grounded in the real worlds of politics and society (Lee et al. 2023). Our point throughout is not that 
universities lack organization. Far from it, they are replete with structure and actorhood (Kosmützky and 
Krücken 2023). Our point rather is that these structures map loosely onto the supra-world cultural colossi 
of universalism (truth) and rationalism (reason) that define the institution.
14  Historically, the capacity for high reason was attributed to just a few kinds of people. Exclusion was the 
rule in medieval universities and guilds. The latter excluded, “Jews, bastards, migrants, laborers, farmers, 
propertyless men, former serfs and slaves, gypsies, members of other guilds, adherents of minority reli-
gions, men of ‘impure’ ethnicity, and those who couldn’t afford the admission fees” (Ogilvie 2014: 173; 
see also Karabel 2005).
15  Virginia Woolf’s recollection in 1928, later published in A Room of One’s Own, of her experience at 
Oxbridge captures the irony well: “I must have opened [the library door], for instantly there issued, like a 
guardian angel barring the way with a flutter of black gown instead of white wings, a deprecating, silvery, 
kindly gentleman, who regretted in a low voice as he waved me back that ladies are only admitted to the 
library if accompanied by a Fellow of the College or furnished with a letter of introduction.”
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ready telling disastrously upon the character and mode of thought among Oxford 
undergraduates. The feminisation of Oxford has gone very far. […] There was 
coming to be no reason why the Oxford ‘man’ should not wear petticoats and 
trimmings, while the female Oxford student wore breeches. […] There is, for 
grown men, something... inherently degrading and unnatural in competition with 
women.” (Source 4)

	● The university, which by its very derivation from the word “universe” should 
suggest the totality of things, ought to be guided by principles that are… devoted 
to a program of developing the best in each one... for the good of all. […] Jewish 
minds are every bit as capable of grasping big truths and Jewish hearts just as 
responsive to humanitarian yearnings and idealistic impulses. […] Equally fair 
and just should be the standard of admission. […] Only the universal qualities of 
character and true culture should be permitted to determine the policy. (Source 5)

	● Harvard and [the University of North Carolina] now forthrightly state that they 
racially discriminate when it comes to admitting students. […] [A]ffirmative 
action highlights our racial differences with pernicious effect. […] What, then, 
would be the endpoint of these affirmative action policies? Not racial harmony, 
integration, or equality under the law. Rather, these policies appear to be leading 
to a world in which everyone is defined by their skin color, demanding ever-
increasing entitlements and preference. […] Racialism simply cannot be undone 
by different or more racialism. (Source 6)

Here again, the epic claims of the institution balance unsteadily on shifting orga-
nizational sands. The university makes great promises to humanity, but how those 
promises are to be fulfilled, and by whom, remain ever disputed. Under conditions 
of decentralization, university organizations are entitled to set their own rules, which 
may involve rather sweeping exclusions on both human and cultural fronts. The his-
torical success of the institution depends on organizations that not only fail to real-
ize its premises but sometimes work against them. This paradox is less a functional 
requirement of a system of stratification (or domination) and more an emergent and 
unintended decoupling between soaring cultural myths and indeterminate organiza-
tional blueprints.

Attacks on University Curricula

Despite, and because of, its claim to represent the highest forms of knowledge, the 
university since its founding has been beset by the taint of falsehood. The grand pre-
tenses of research and teaching—to discover and disperse universalistic and rational-
istic understandings—create much unfilled space and authorize local organizational 
participants to muck around in matters at sharp odds with convention and experi-
ence, threatening to stain the parchments of Truth with droplets of Error. The latter 
represent the unavoidable wrong turns that come in charting the unknown, alongside 
dissensus among competing theoretical camps and occasional scholarly misconduct, 
from plagiarism to data fabrication. Epistemological divides render each field vir-
tually incomprehensible to at least some others. Still more, bad actors may seize 
the curriculum for private gain. Far from sequestering knowledge in ivory towers, 
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universities depend on political and religious powers to certify and accredit degrees 
and degree-granting authority, and they furthermore depend on economic powers to 
underwrite their activities. The epistemic authority of the institution itself may be 
instrumentalized to legitimate specific sectarian ideologies. Thus, the purity of the 
curriculum is perpetually in doubt, and attacks proliferate apace. Below, we present 
two exhibits along these lines, the first from centuries ago, the second present-day. 
The common theme is obvious.

	● [A] Seminary of Learning and Religion was turn’d into an asylum for Rebels and 
Traytors, and when a Gang of the most vile and profligate Papists were concealed 
and protected at Oxford... the whole Study and Labour of too many of its Mem-
bers, are openly employ’d to promote Popery and Rebellion... What a reproach to 
our Nation... that professors of Atheism and Profaneness are supported by [public 
salaries], Stipends and Exhibitions, and our Youth train’d up in a State of Perjury 
and Licentiousness... to qualify them to taint the morals of the people, and spread 
the cursed Infection over the whole Kingdom? (Source 7)

	● [T]he left-wing activists launched what they called the Long March through the 
Institutions. And the goal was to get entry into the public university system.... The 
latest iteration of this political development was the explosion in 2020 of [Diver-
sity, Equity, and Inclusion] programs.... Florida International University turned 
its DEI program explicitly into a ground for left-wing activists recruiting [and] 
even training students for participating in violent [Black Lives Matter] protests 
and teaching them how to handle tear gas and getting arrested by police.... This 
legislation... will put the pursuit of knowledge and Truth—not political activ-
ism—back to the center of higher education in Florida. (Source 8)

Any specific course, research program, or indeed university organization, then, might 
reasonably be framed as a Trojan horse. Instead of research and teaching devoted to 
“the true, the good, and the beautiful,” it may put forth politics and ideology, dressed 
in the garb of legitimate learning and knowledge. University curricula can thus fos-
ter “Rebels and Traytors” and “violent” protestors who represent sectarian points of 
view and threaten public order, safety, and morality (Dahlum and Wig 2021).

Curricular hijackings are easy to see under the prevailing circumstances. The 
stakes are high, given the cultural authority of academic and especially scientific 
knowledge (Drori et al 2003); and the barriers are low, given the decentralization of 
the sector and the autonomous actorhood of its organizational units (Krücken and 
Meier 2006). Thus, titans (and minions) of society are seen as infiltrating the halls of 
ivy, twisting university gospels into sectarian heresies (e.g., Slaughter and Rhoades 
2004).16

There follow cycles of attack and reform. University organizations seek to purge 
suspicious tradition, old authority, and politically dubious perspectives from the cur-
ricular core. Dead languages and scholasticism get swapped for modern languages, 
history, and science; dead old white men get replaced by BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, 

16  The hijackers may even be insiders, who seek to promote their own renegade political (or careerist 
professional) agendas in teaching and research (e.g., Altbach 1989).
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People of Color) authors more fully representing the universal truths of all humanity 
(Zapp and Lerch 2020); religious requirements (oaths and prayers) and eugenicist 
science are erased; canonical, standardized, and other general requirements get jet-
tisoned while university catalogues balloon with capacious student-centered, project-
based electives with limited claims to authoritative content but incredible promise to 
teach students how to think (Robinson 2011).

Across the foregoing exhibits, a trio of essential conditions opens the cornucopia 
of attacks: a lofty institutional mission; embryonic organizational standards; and a 
horde of legitimated local actors empowered with interpretive authority. Reasons for 
attack abound.

The Character of Attacks: Mixtures of the Pompous and the Picayune

The failures recounted above and others like them might provide grounds for seri-
ously questioning the tenability of the university’s meta-premises and whether it rep-
resents an achievable project at all. They show a university chronically in crisis and, 
in turn, a society chronically threatened with crisis by a failed university. Yet, we 
never see the university permanently annihilated, not yet in any case. Instead, we 
observe a refrain-like quality across the attacks. Failures—in the students, access 
rules, curriculum, etc.—repeat over and again across very different historical and 
political contexts, from 17th -century Netherlands to 21 st -century Florida.

In practice, we also observe that many “attacks” are rhetorical in nature and take 
the form of critical pep-talks, rousing university organizations to better emulate the 
institutional model—with greater productivity in research, greater accessibility in 
teaching, and fuller engagement in service. Some attacks involve political broad-
sides, such as allegations of privilege from the left, accusations of liberalism from 
the right, and charges of irrelevance from the center. But even these tend to latch onto 
discrete aspects of university organizations, often in concrete national settings (Dou-
glass 2021), calling for local reforms rather than sectoral closure.

Furthermore, we observe that many attacks on university organizations involve 
more smoke than fire. For example, the dramatic Supreme Court decision that struck-
down race-conscious admissions was a cause célèbre in the U.S., despite the fact that 
in practice, affirmative action in 2023 mattered “a great deal for very few and very 
little for most” (Arum and Stevens 2023). Similarly, the Hungarian government’s 
disaccreditation of gender studies in 2018 elicited loud outcries, notwithstanding the 
fact that it applied to just two university degree programs—one of which had been 
open only one year and both of which together had admitted just 13 students in the 
year of their closure.17 The university’s religion-like institutional status raises the 
symbolic stakes of organizational issues, exciting cyclones of distress from flutters of 
disturbance. Even trivial issues gain importance when they are draped in the majesty 
of knowledge.

17  The two universities that offered gender studies degrees in 2018 were Eötvös Loránd (beginning 2017) 
and Central European. See ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​i​a​m​​c​r​.​o​r​g​​/​c​l​e​​a​r​i​n​g​​h​o​u​s​e​​/​g​e​n​d​e​​r​-​h​u​​n​g​a​r​y, last accessed February 2025. 
If Orbán were dreaming “of liquidating the intelligentsia,” this was but a tiny first step (Foer 2019).
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Institutional Attacks

Western Culture: A Singular Case

The exhibits and other cases of attack we present above focus on organizational 
matters, largely sidestepping the institution of the university itself. We suppose this 
results from the rather sacralized assumptions at the institution’s mythical core: cul-
tural rules that evade attack by incorporating basic planks of the ontological frame-
work, even as the application of these premises expands greatly through time.

The underlying framework spread with the long historical process of Western con-
solidation and later hegemony in world society. A synthesis of knowledge and faith 
gave rise to the university in the late Middle Ages, Western expansion dispersed it, 
and then post-war globalizations unleashed waves of explosive growth. The longev-
ity of the university as an institution, and its remarkable rise, obviously rested on 
a Western cultural platform that expanded over the modern period and ballooned 
over the globalizing and liberalizing phases of high and hyper-modernity. A different 
cultural framework carrying different organizational models would have produced 
a different outcome (Kreckel 2018). In this sense, we have no reason to believe the 
university and its animating assumptions stand outside time and space, let alone 
dominating the future. The strength of the institution depends on the strength of its 
ontological undergirding. The university rests on a single, if very long, historical 
contingency, and its peculiar universalism cannot be seen as having universal prop-
erties (Wimmer 2021). The university is not unconditional, in other words. Were its 
ontological supply lines cut—a process some might say is already underway—then 
retreat would certainly follow.

Attacks from Within the West

History offers at least some limited previews of these possibilities. Revolutionary 
convulsions and imperial power grabs, for instance, historically put the university 
and its cultural roots in some question. Dramatically, the radical government of the 
French Revolution summarily closed all French universities, condemning them as 
institutions of the clerical and aristocratic elite and therefore enemies of the Republic 
(Rüegg 1992). After the coup and a brief interregnum, the revolutionary government 
instituted a new education system subordinated to the imperial state. Many of the old 
university organizations reopened under the auspices of a centralized and consoli-
dated University of France, the new supra-organization at the apex of the imperial 
state’s education system (Musselin 2004; Picard 2023).

During roughly the same period, another revolutionary regime across the Atlantic 
also grappled with the university. The United States attacked the traditional institu-
tion and avoided having anything globally accepted as a university until the late 19th 
century (Gorman 2021). There was much commitment to education in the U.S., both 
secular and religious, but much resistance to the assumptions on which universities 
rested. The “Jacksonian revolution” was a high point, smashing university monopo-
lies over professional licensing in the name of democracy (e.g., Flannery 2002). U.S. 
institutions were denied privileged claims to the certification of clergy, doctors, law-
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yers, and professors. So, the special professions central to the old European univer-
sity lost their certified status, and real universities of high standing were not tenable. 
Of course, as in France, the freeze in the U.S. was short lived. By the late nineteenth 
century, universities were spreading like wildfire.

On a smaller scale, minor regime changes in the West led to organizational clo-
sures over the university’s long history. In Europe, religious changes often had this 
effect, and sometimes, political or economic breakdown undercut universities (Mar-
tin and Samels 2009; Cubas Ramacciotti 2024). While these induced little flurries 
of closure, they did not attack the university as an institution, and closed universi-
ties often were succeeded by organizationally more appropriate ones. In the United 
States, for example, many single-sex and parochial colleges shuttered with the rise 
of big research universities (Harwarth et al. 1997; Goldin and Katz 2011). In this 
circumstance, the overall expansion of the sector induced the decline of particular 
organizational sub-species of university.

Attacks from Outside the West

Beyond the Western orbit, many oppositional regime changes have threatened or 
modified Western cultural centrality and questioned the university’s place therein—
often in borderline institutional terms. For example, Soviet Communist efforts weak-
ened the centrality of the university, in preference for trade schools and professional 
training subjected to an imperial-like party-state system.18 Maoist policy took similar 
ideas to a greater extreme, with sharp attacks on the “bourgeois intelligentsia” and 
massive suppressions of higher education (Zhu 2000).19 These entailed mass closures 
of Chinese universities in 1966, the gutting of personnel, and wholesale revisions to 
curriculum and admissions criteria (Unger 1980). Derivatively, a tragi-comic effort 
by Pol Pot, with murderous fantasies, tried to kill off formal modern education and 
the university altogether (Clayton 1998). Similarly, the Islamic Republican Party 
violently seized, closed, and then Islamized universities, excising Western socio-sci-
entific subjects and redoubling attention to basic and applied science (Mojab 1991). 
These large-scale and quasi-institutional attacks on the university still for the most 
part dodged the ontological pillars of comprehensibility and comprehending capaci-
ties. But they did shift epistemological emphases, with heightened attention to learn-
ing by doing and knowing by faith.

In practice, all these efforts at university suppression were episodic in effect and, 
besides Pol Pot’s, also by design: surgical closures with an exacting purpose to realign 
and reopen the university with prerogatives of the current regime. And in the overall 
global context, none of them had a lasting effect on university expansion, let alone 
much of a chance in fundamentally redefining the institution—though most altered 
forms and themes, sometimes with deadly collateral.

18  “At different stages of experimentation there was a movement to dissolve universities entirely (1922 in 
the Ukraine; 1930 in Russia) and break up the studies in separate special institutions, emphasizing [their] 
applied character” (Peters 1956: 422).
19  In this case, the attacks were more literal than metaphorical. See, e.g., the graphic accounts at ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​​/​​/​y​
w​a​n​​g​.​u​c​h​i​c​a​​g​​o​.​e​​​d​u​/​h​i​s​​t​o​​r​y​/​​1​9​6​6​​t​e​a​c​​h​e​r​.​h​t​m, last accessed February 2025.
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While its pilings have remained protected, all this is not to say the great institution 
of the university is entirely off limits. Indeed, as we note at the outset, mutterings—
jokes about professors and their topics, jests about the impracticality of university 
knowledge, partiality for action over contemplation, preferences for subjective 
understanding and experience—run throughout the history of the institution. The 
point is that these sniping themes are the defenses of people rooted in pedestrian life. 
They may sneer at the university, but they tend to recognize its high standing. People 
may be “bravely” anti-clerical, but they rarely throw stones at the altar.20

Conclusion

Summary

Over many centuries, the university has been a core institution in Western society. It 
has diffused with the expansion of this system, extending worldwide after World War 
II. It is a peculiar institution, built on vacuous but powerful assumptions about the 
comprehensibility of the universe and the comprehending capacities of the humans 
within it. These claims—comprising a sort of cultural empire, in part substituting for 
a realized empire—are unfalsifiable as meta-assumptions. But they certainly conflict 
with the understandings produced by mundane people in mundane settings. So there 
is much grousing, everywhere, about the supra-empirical status of university people 
and knowledge. But a notable paucity of attacks on the institutional myth.

Organizational attacks, by contrast, are commonplace. They focus on the visible 
aspects of the university, not the invisible ones that are central to its existence and 
spread. They focus on particular instances of the university and particular organiza-
tional structures, above all tied to the human and organizational sediments of knowl-
edge—students, professors, teaching, research—which may be corrupted, distorted, 
and so on. Detractors leave untouched the ultimate questions of Truth and Reason, 
no matter their distance from ordinary experience, and aim instead at their flawed 
embodiment.

The actualized universities of the contemporary world are thus caught in the cross-
hairs between high claims and vulgar practice. This problem characterizes formal 
organizations in general, as they depend for legitimacy on conceits of universality 
and rationality that go far beyond plausible practice—and are always in part in direct 
tension with practice (Bromley and Meyer 2015). With a university, as with other 
religious-like structures, this is all more extreme. It must, to sustain its identity as 
a university, subscribe to sublime but unconfirmable meta-principles about the uni-
verse, but do so in a mud-bespeckled world populated by students and professors 

20  Shils makes a similar point: “[Were the University frontally attacked,] there would be an outcry of pub-
lic denunciation from all the bien pensants who make a livelihood from casting stones at the universities, 
an outcry from parents who are so dissatisfied with them that they purchase a million copies of Professor 
[Allan] Bloom’s book, demonstrations, obscenities, graffiti from mobs of ragged students complaining 
that insensate professors are destroying their opportunities to ascend into the reviled middle classes, or 
to realise their aspiration for success in a society which they denounce for its worship of success” (Shils 
1992a: 257).
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rather than Students and Professors, conducting research and teaching rather than 
Research and Teaching.

A main organizational solution is to stabilize things with idealized myths and cer-
emonial structures. “Student” and “professor” are organizationally defined roles with 
taken-for-granted capabilities far beyond the actual capabilities of persons involved. 
“University graduate” is similarly accorded official and ceremonial—and very unre-
alistic, and in a sense impossible—competencies. But it is more of an identity than 
a role—a lifetime status, defining one’s place in the cosmos, even decades after a 
person has opened a book, set foot on campus, or for that matter died. “Research” 
and “teaching” are similarly coated in legend’s armor, their great lion manes covering 
little mouse bones. Universalism and rationalism are taken for granted and kept out 
of direct sight.

Another solution is to project the reality of the true university into the future. We 
know little now, the legitimating account goes, but we have established procedures—
Research, usually Scientific, guided by Theory and Methods—that will uncover the 
great truths that we now “know” to be waiting just beyond our grasp. In other words, 
we claim, and ritualize, processes that promise transcendence over the limits of what 
we now know. In the current world, this means the university follows the advice of 
Silicon Valley entrepreneurs and hustlers everywhere—“fake it until you make it.”

As we elucidate above, however, these solutions routinely expose the university in 
practice to sweeping attacks on its organizational structures and turn abstract ideals 
into concrete ceremonies that sweep the ideals under the rugs. The student, the pro-
fessor, and the curriculum, operationalized in the real world, are grossly out of order 
if not immediately visible as corrupt.

Prospects

We see the university as suspended in structurated tension between the brass tacks 
of reality and the gossamer wings of culture. Both are essential groundings of the 
contemporary world, and both pose risks for the university. If the university is seen 
as too banal or mundane—as with a PhD in marketing or brewing science—then it 
may seem suspect, though standards evolve over time. If the university is seen as too 
ethereal, then grousing about its irrelevance—always present—can crescendo into 
complaints around its arbitrary elitism and its role in promoting cultural exclusivity 
and social stratification rather than real-world functioning and development (Collins 
1979).

These risks are complicated when the university falls out of step with rapid social 
change, falling behind into obsolescence or rushing ahead and losing touch with the 
exigencies of everyday realities. These issues grew increasingly central as the univer-
sity and its pretenses gained ultimate standing as central myths in a stateless and rap-
idly globalizing world society after World War II and then scaled vertiginous heights 
with the aggressive neoliberalism of the post-Communist world. The teleology hard-
wired into the ontological framework only feeds the myth and exacerbates the ten-
sions, as the scopes of comprehensibility and comprehending capacities expand in 
the name of progress (Ben-David 1964).
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With the retreat from neoliberal globalization of the last decade or two—and the 
rise of illiberal nationalisms, populisms, and authoritarianisms—the mythic central-
ity of the personnel and knowledge of the university may be declining. Both the faith 
in high knowledge and progress, and the organizational standing of its personnel in 
society seem to be weakening, spawning a spate of recent—and virulent and ubiqui-
tous—university attacks (Schofer et al. 2022; Lerch et al. 2024). But even these have 
focused more on organizational expressions than the institutional core.21

But in the long run, should present-day global conditions persist, the current fire-
storms may subside to a different and darker fate. Decreased overall centrality and 
relevance of the university might limit the number and intensity of attacks but also 
lower the cultural faith in its presuppositions. Irrelevance and decline might simply 
marginalize the university, as envisioned by Collins (1979). After all, the attacks 
focus on the high drama of the university as manifested in the real world. If the 
centrality of this drama diminishes, so may the spotlight illuminating its hypocrisies.
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