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Universitas, knowledge without limits

Universitas is the name of the challenge facing the University today: the challenge
of recuperating itself. The university system to which we are accustomed revolves
around the Faculty, often understood as a center of higher learning that offers its
students the possibility of preparing themselves for specialized professional work.
Perhaps the Engineering School is the clearest example of this model, but other Faculties
are not so different, including those which traditionally have been considered more
theoretical. Consequently, it often becomes difficult to find things in common between
the distinct Faculties of a University. And nevertheless, there are things in common.

Together with this challenge, a question arises: What role does the University play
in a plural society? Society expects from the University competent professionals,
scientific answers, technical or medical solutions, etc. But the problem most particular to
a plural society is dialogue. And it is perhaps in this aspect that Universitas really has
something to say.

Well then, what is Universitas? What do we who form part of it all have in
common? It is not a very original question, but finding a good answer requires an
understanding of the origins of this institution. Karl Jaspers defined the University as “a
community of scholars and students bent upon the task of
searching for the truth”1. More recently, Benedict XVI said
that “at the most intimate level, the true origin of the
University lies in the thirst for knowledge that is proper to man.
The human being wants to know what everything around him
is. He wants truth.”2

The University is the institution that embodies the
human desire for knowledge. Certainly, it is – and should be –
composed of diverse Faculties, concerned with diverse forms
of knowledge. The development of new techniques and
greater methodological rigor has led to a specialization of
disciplines that is in itself good and necessary, but that has
brought with it a separation of knowledge that impedes

1 K. Jaspers; Die Idee der Universität, introduction.
2 Address of the Holy Father prepared for the University of Rome "La Sapienza", January 17, 2008.
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communication and distorts the identity of the University.
In reality, different Faculties are elements accidentally
separated in the Universitas Scientiarum, which is one for
many motives. Firstly, because one is the reality, with its
multiple facets, that interests the University: issues
concerning the world, man, God. Each form of
knowledge leads to something rightfully theirs: a
perspective, a problem, but always concerning something
that is common to everyone. Secondly, it is one because the
only valid answer for the University’s thirst for knowledge
is the truth. The University finds itself tied exclusively to
the authority of the truth, free from personal, political,
religious, ideological, or even functional interests. That freedom forms an essential part
of the University’s personality, and to renounce this freedom would be to renounce itself.

We have seen in broad brush strokes what the unity of the Universitas consists of.
But what does this unity mean in practice? In his celebrated address to the University of
Regensburg, Benedict XVI spoke of some memories of his university years. Among
them was what he termed the experience of Universitas: the experience that “despite our
specializations which at times make it difficult to communicate with each other, we made
up a whole, working in everything on the basis of a single rationality with its various
aspects and sharing responsibility for the right use of reason.”3 In light of this idea of
unity, the structuring of areas of knowledge that exist in the University allows for a deep
and consistent interdisciplinary nature, that truly enriches the various disciplines. In other
words, it allows for a dialogue among distinct forms of knowledge: methodologies, focuses,
conclusions; believers and non-believers, scientists and humanists; a dialogue mediated
and guided solely by the authority of truth. Perhaps today the Universitas might be the
only setting in which a dialogue of this type is possible. And it is this dialogue which
society is requesting. Thus, we can confront the second question that was mentioned at
the beginning.

But it would be worthwhile first to resolve the issue of the origin of Universitas.
The Universitas Scientiarum – the University of the Sciences – was once, long ago, the

Universitas Studiorum, and, as such, the University of the
students. Now it is easier to clarify the principal role that
Universitas plays in a plural society.

The impetus that inspires the University is not
something abstract; it is as concrete as the students that
compose it. Since its beginnings, the University has
always looked to them as a driving force. In this sense,
one of the University’s objectives is to prepare its
students to carry out certain types of work, to make them
capable of carrying out research at a high level, etc. But
any Professional School or specialized Faculty is able to
do that. The University – if it is Universitas – can
contribute something greater. Newman said that: “If

3 Address of Benedict XVI at the University of Regensburg: Faith, Reason and the University. Memories
and Reflections, Tuesday, September 12, 2006.
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then a practical end must be assigned to a University course, I
say it is that of training good members of society. Its art is the
art of social life, and its end is fitness for the world.”4

Newman lived in the 19th century, and since then the
world has continued spinning. Nevertheless, the demands
proper to a plural society emphasize the great need for this
higher value which Universitas offers, since the University is a
place of dialogue. Of course, the dialogue that corresponds to
a political society is quite different. But in both cases it
concerns communication between people with distinct ideas
when, often, peaceful co-existence comes before universal agreement. To learn that such
dialogue is possible and the way that it is so, forms an essential part of the task of
Universitas. It is not something that is within the reach of a single faculty, because it is not
only a question of rhetoric.

Perhaps this is the most decisive role that the University can play in a plural
society. The response to this question that we have asked ourselves is probably not that
original, but we have discovered it in the origin of the institution, and we will continue
finding it there. Two centuries ago, Newman affirmed that he who has lived the
University experience “is at home in any society, he has common ground with every
class; he knows when to speak and when to be silent; he is able to converse, he is able to
listen; he can ask a question pertinently, and gain a lesson seasonably, when he has
nothing to impart himself; he is ever ready, yet never in the way”5.

Universitas, as we said at the beginning, is the name of an ongoing challenge. The
proposal of UNIV Forum 2009 is to initiate an international debate that will help to
enunciate aspects of this challenge and serve everyone in making this challenge a reality.
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4 J.H.Newman; The Idea of a University, Defined and Illustrated, Discourse VII, n.10.
5 Idem.


