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ABSTRACT

The university is part of the process of “social digitization” and shows itself as a space for discursive
interaction. The idea of university derives its meaning from its establishment in the form of a project
of integral and citizen formation. The aim of this article is to analyze the concepts of university and
their implications in the context of digital technologies based on the theoretical frameworks of Van
Rensselaer Potter and Jiirgen Habermas. This investigation consists of a philosophical study and
bibliographic research through a thorough and comparative analysis of the theoretical references.
Potter understands that the university environment is the space for the prospection of humanity’s
future and the guarantee of its survival. Potter’s bioethical view roots the university in its project of
serving society through the resolution of global problems. In Habermas, the idea of university shines
the space for communicative action in human formation. In this context, the university in the digital
era projects its training activities and constitutes an open and plural environment for strengthening
the democratic foundations of society.
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RESUMO

A universidade esta inserida no processo de “digitalizacdo social” e coloca-se como espaco de
interagdo discursiva. A ideia de universidade tem o seu sentido a partir de seu estabelecimento na
forma de projeto de formacao integral e cidada. O objetivo deste artigo é analisar as concepcdes
de universidade e suas implicacdes no contexto de tecnologias digitais com base nos referenciais
tedricos de Van Rensselaer Potter e Jirgen Habermas. Essa investigacdo constitui-se em estudo
filoséfico e pesquisa bibliografica por meio da andlise minuciosa e comparada dos referenciais
tedricos. Potter compreende que o ambiente universitario é o espaco para a prospec¢ao do futuro
da humanidade e a garantia de sua sobrevivéncia. O olhar bioético de Potter enraiza a universidade
em seu projeto de servir a sociedade por meio da resolucdo de problemas globais. Em Habermas,
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a ideia de universidade resplandece o espa¢o para o agir comunicativo na formagdao humana.
Nesse contexto, a universidade na era digital projeta sua atuacdo formativa e constitui-se em
ambiente aberto e plural de fortalecimento das bases democraticas da sociedade.

Palavras-chave: Bioética. Universidade. Sociedade Digital. Van Rensselaer Potter. Jirgen Habermas.

RESUMEN

La Universidad es parte del proceso de “digitalizacién social” y se sitia como un espacio de
interaccion discursiva. La idea de Universidad tiene su sentido desde su constitucion en forma de
proyecto de formacidn integral y ciudadana. El objetivo de este articulo es analizar los conceptos de
Universidad y sus implicaciones en el contexto de las tecnologias digitales desde los marcos teéricos
de Van Rensselaer Potter y Jirgen Habermas. Esta investigacidn consiste en un estudio filosdfico e
investigacién bibliografica a través de un analisis minucioso y comparativo de referentes tedricos.
Potter entiende que el ambito universitario es el espacio de prospeccién del futuro de la humanidad
y la garantia de su supervivencia. La visidn bioética de Potter arraiga a la Universidad en su proyecto
de servir a la sociedad a través de la resolucion de problemas globales. En Habermas, la idea de
Universidad hace brillar el espacio de la accidn comunicativa en la formacién humana. En este
contexto, la Universidad en la Era Digital proyecta sus actividades formativas y constituye un dmbito
abierto y plural para el fortalecimiento de las bases democraticas de la sociedad.

Palabras clave: Bioética. Universidad. Sociedad Digital. Van Rensselaer Potter. Jirgen Habermas.

INTRODUCTION

The 21 century university is going through a deep transformation in its conception as an
institution and its continued interaction with social issues. The digital revolution allowed for
knowledge to no longer be centered in institutions. The many forms of knowledge and knowing
may be accessed, shared and built among subjects who are not in the university environment.
University has inserted itself into the digital mode in order to maintain its ability to analyze and
investigate issues with scientific rigor and truth (UNESCO, 1998). The informatization process of
society demonstrates the need for a new paradigm in higher education: interactivity among areas
and knowledges for the formation of citizenship and development of research (S6nego, 2015).

University education mustrethinkits forms of teaching-learning within a context of digital culture
(Damas, 2001). Digital teaching tools may favor student engagement. Educational technologies are
constituted in a way that fosters the process of teaching-learning with quality in higher education
because educational applications enable the development of wide abilities and competences.
They emphasize the competence of students in developing the formative process with autonomy.
Thus, teaching must be centered in students’ ability to develop skills in line with the digital tools
which better adapt to their learning characteristics (Perrenoud, 2002; Zabala and Arnau, 2010).

The university in the 21 century will be online and have no geographic borders. It will retain the
function of guiding societies responsibly into the future. The quality of higher education will have the
ability to bring students closer to each other and introduce them to social issues through digital teaching
tools and by sharing the digital culture. The teaching practice in higher education is being restructured
for the appreciation of interactive and dialogical relations between teachers and students in the process
of knowledge construction and application to everyday life. This process of reconstruction of abilities as
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a teacher leads to rethinking the teaching identity and the search for new teaching strategies to enable
authentic learning contexts. This new teaching practice contributes to the application of the ideal of the
university as an institution which acts in the fields of learning, research and extension. Students realize
the interconnection betwen theory and practice and act as critical citizens.

Thisinvestigation conducts a phylosophical study and bibliographic research on the conceptions
of university under the bioethical perspective of Van Rensselaer Potter and the communicative action
of Jurgen Habermas. This theoretical reference contributes to a better understanding of the university
as a space of communicative interaction and concern with the problems that ail society. In this
comparative study, the works of Van Rensselaer Potter and Jiirgen Habermas guide the reflection on
the function and purpose of the iniversity in the 21 century and the way technological innovations
in education may foster a dialogical and critical society. Likewise, the theoretical reference allows
thinking of the meaning of the university within the context of social digitalization and its ability to
influence the teaching-learning process.

The bioethical reference of Van Rensselaer Potter questions the university’s stance regarding
the future of society and humanity. Bioethics instigates reflection on the new forms of teaching
action which prioritize the resolution of problems according to ethical principles, the “knowing to
be” and “knowing to live”. Bioethics, as a form of subject and interdisciplinary knowledge, proposes
to develop the reflexive and critical skills of students by associating ethical values and scientific
knowledge in a holistic formation (Potter, 2018a). The development of bioethical reflection in the
university context follows a didactic sequence that is meaningful, dialogical and collaborative.
Bioethics invites the students to reflect upon their co-responsibilities in the decision-making process
in a case study. Teacher action carries out a “brainstorming” at first, in order to diagnose students’
previous knowledge and stimulate research of the study topics and central concepts of the discipline.
Later, the problem situation is presented and the teacher acts as an intermediary in the development
of competences and case resolution.

The teaching work is reshaping itself to promote students’ protagonism. The university is
constituted as an interactive space for the fulfillment of its social function of teaching, research and
extension. Bioethics provides the investigation of problem situations and the implementation of
pedagogic mediation through the collaborative capacity between teacher and student.

Reconstruction of the meaning of the Uuniversity based on Jiirgen Habermas‘theory of
communicative action will complement discussions on the university environment as the space for
public debate and communication aimed at a humanistic formation in the digital society and the
resolution of problem situations.

In that sense, reflections will be presented from the bioethical conception of university in
Potter, its function and purpose, aiming to emphasize the plurality of knowledge and social practices
in the digital society. Afterwards, the theoretical-critical reflections of Habermas will help us think
of the university as a public sphere and citizen formation and consider its retrieval of the value of
communicative interaction in the teaching-learning process.

BIOETHICAL REFLECTIONS AND THE ROLE OF
THE UNIVERSITY IN VAN RENSSELAER POTTER

In 1970, Van Rensselaer Potter, inspired by Aldo Leopold’s concept on the land ethic,
coined the term “bioethics”. In his first book, Bioethics: bridge to the future, Potter
described this new field of study and action located at the border between biology
an humanities. He named his second book Global Bioethics: Building on the Leopold
Legacy (Whitehouse, 2018, p. 192).
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Van Rensselaer Potter is considered to be the pioneering founder of studies in bioethics in the
1970s, in the United States of America. He gave meaning to the neologism “bio-ethics” by conceiving
it as being “the science of survival” and directing reflections toward care of the land (ecological
issues) and care of human beings (social, sanitary, economic, educational issues, etc). Bioethics is
the analysis on the complexity of human and environmental relations in favor of the survival of the
human species and the different life forms, animal and vegetal (Schramm, 2011; Pessini, 2013).
Potter (2016) proposed this new conception on human relations and the environment as being
the interdisciplinary field of reflection on scientific knowledge and the guidance of human values
(ethics). He worked to build a dialogue between academic-scientific formation and concern about
the future of the human species.

If there are “two cultures” which seem unable to dialogue — science and humanities
— and if that is part of the reason the future seems doubtful, then possibly we
can build a “bridge to the future”, by building the subject of bioethics as a bridge
between the two cultures (Potter, 2016, p. 23).

Bioethics fulfills the part of being the “bridge to the future” and lays down the dialogue between
many fields of scientific knowledge and others in agreement with ethical orientation. At this first
moment of reflection, bioethics is named as the “science of survival” and has the goal of improving
quality of life for all people and care for the environment (Potter, 2016, p. 27). In other words, Potter
centered bioethical thinking on the possibility of directing scientific knowledge for the wellbeing of
humanity. He wished for the results of scientific research to become wisdom. Wisdom expresses
the interaction among academic formation, life experience and knowledge in consonance with
ethical values.

The look to the future of humanity and the environment was a constant concern in
Potter’s writings. The proposal to elaborate the “Council of the Future” and as a public space for
interdisciplinary debate between sciences and humanities demonstrates the centrality of the issue
of human survival in harmony with the environment (Potter, 2011). Worthy of note is the influence
of John Dewey in Potter and, later, in Habermas, in the conception of scientific development as being
open to the community, the interaction among the many players of research and members of civil
society and non-governmental organizations®.

| believe you would agree with John Dewey that progress consists in a movement
towards a society of free individuals, in which all, with their own work, would
contribute for the freeing and enrichment of society as a hole. | believe the
revitalization of our value system is as necessary as possible (Potter, 2016, p. 100).

In his analysis of Potterian bioethics, Ten Have (2018) highlights the conception of science and
scientific research in Potter as the understanding that no field of expertise will appropriately respond

1 In his book Democracy and Education, John Dewey (1979) highlights the importance of education for the strengthening of
democratic society and the participation of citizens in building institutional foundations for the maintenance and correction
of social arrangements in favor of equity and the common good. “The two elements of our criterion are guided towards de-
mocracy. The first means not only more numerous and varied points of participation of the common interest, but also bigger
trust in the recognition of being, the reciprocal interests, factors of regulation and social direction. And the second not only
means a freer cooperation among social groups (before isolated as much as could voluntarily be) as well as the change of
social habits — its continued readaptation to adjust to new situations created by the many exchanges. And those two traits
are precisely what characterize the democratically constituted society. As for the educational aspect, we first notice that the
accomplishment of a form of social life in which the interests interpenetrate each other and in which progress, or readap-
tation, is of important consideration, makes democratic communion more interested than other communions in deliberate
and systematic education” (Dewey, 1979, p. 93).
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to the contemporary and complex problems and that social players have to work interdisciplinarily
to assertively tackle global issues. Likewise, academic research must reestablish the connection and
dialogue between scientific fields and the humanities.

Because there is always the possibility of error, scientists ought not assume that
their own area of expertise will provide the entire answer to a complex problem.
In order to make recommendations for public policy, scientists should develop a
realistic understanding of the relevant data, steering a course between optimistic
and pessimistic evaluations so that the most feasible policy will result. They should
also maintain a sense of the limitations of the data and processes at hand, looking
both to interdisciplinary collaboration and empirical testing of ideas as a corrective
measure (Ten Have, 2018, p. 77).

Ten Have (2018, p. 79) remembers the influence of anthropologist Margaret Mead in the
bioethical concept of Potter, as she defends that universities be the “chairs of the future” and promote
the dialogue between science and humanities?. As seen, that same idea made Potter propose that
universities were the “councils of the Future”. According to Ten Have:

The council should be interdisciplinary and include experts from the natural and
social sciences and the humanities, and be balanced by a democratic forum, open
to “outsiders” and public debate on social problems. These mechanisms, he states,
could help bridge the gaps between knowing and doing, between values and facts
(Ten Have, 2018, p. 79).

In Potter’s perspective, the university would be the space of excellence for the moral and
political formation of citizens, just as it should be an open space for the democratic and dialogical
interaction regarding social complexity. Bioethical discussions may reinvigorate popular participation
in a democratic society because bioethics longs for the decision-making process to happen through
reinvigorated consensus. By reflecting upon the USA’s educational context, Potter emphasized the
relevance of the bioethical perspective to overcome social divisions and integrate social groups for
social cooperation and mutual understanding.

The question presented by discussion and practice of bioethics in a democratic
society may provide a basis for a new consensus which is today sadly absent in the
United States. Those questions need to be presented and discussed in all levels of
our education and of our educational system (Potter, 2018b, p. 47).

In this context of thinking about bioethics as the “bridge to the future” Potter demonstrated
his concern for the future and human survival. Therefore, bioethics presents itself as the interrelation

2 Muzur and Rincic (2019, p. 40) mention the influence of Margaret Mead on Potter’s bioethical perspective by commenting
on the spiritual transformation which the bioethicist underwent and the anthropologist’s proposal to recover the importan-
ce of utopia in modern society. In her article “Towards More Vivid Utopias”, M. Mead (1957) rebuilds the concept of utopia/s
as being the paradigm/s of a time period experienced by a community and its universal potentiality to lead to responsibility
before technical-scientific development, just as she proposes the establishment of the “Chairs of the Future” as being the
reunion between sciences, arts and humanities. “Finally, it seems to me, in this age when the very survival of all living creatu-
res depends upon our having a vision of the future for others which will command our deepest commitment, we need in our
universities, which must change and grow with the world, not only chairs of history and comparative linguistics, of literature
and art — which deal with the past and sometimes with the present — but we need also Chairs of the Future, chairs for those
who will devote themselves, with all the necessary scholarship and attention, to developing science to the full extent of its
possibilities for the future, and who will devote themselves as faithfully to the fine detail of what man might very well — in
the light of all our knowledge — be as any classicist of medievalist devotes himself to the texts of Pindar and Horace or to
the thought of St. Thomas Aquinas” (Mead, 1957, p. 961).
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between scientific knowledge in agreement with the moral responsibility of researchers. The university
must be constituted as a public space for the ensurance of the human species. Potter highlights the
virtue of humility before technoscientific ability and the human ability of interfering in nature. In other
words, it is necessary to act responsibly given the interventive and technological capacity humankind
possesses. He emphasizes the need for ethical criteria to guide scientific research and the exercise of
critical, reflexive and transdisciplinary skills in thinking of possible solutions to global human problems.

Just as no individual knows the most appropriate criteria to judge the actions
guided towards the future, one must be willing to overcome the limits of subjects,
to exercise criticism, to develop approaches and pluralistic solutions, based on
interdisciplinary groups. In practice, within this context is my proposal of bioethics
as a “bridge to the future” (Potter apud Spinsanti, 2018, p. 53).

When Potter held the office of president of the Interdisciplinary Studies Committee on the Future
of Man at the University of Wisconsin (Madison, USA), he and other members published the article
“Purpose and Function of the University” on Science Magazine. This article preceded the work which
opens the reflections of Potter on bioethics, Bioethics: bridge to the future (2016), and expresses the
questions which reappeared in following works addressing the concern about the future of humankind?,
such as Global Bioethics (2018a). According to Potter (2018a, p. 66-67), he held the aforementioned
position for three years, during which he had the goal of analyzing the responsibility of the university
community in presenting possible actions for human survival and assurance of quality of life.

This paper about the university aimed at answering the four questions raised by the Board of
Regents of the University of Wisconsin, with regard to the purpose and the goals of higher education.
The questions referred to the purpose of higher teaching (i), the goals of the university as an entity (ii),
the goals of each sector of the university (iii) and the commitment of students and student organizations
in the management of the university (iv). Potter’s article attempted to dialogue with the Report of 1967
on higher education in a time when it was vital to rethink the educational structures of the United
States of America. Potter evaluated the repercussion of university education on the social and political
life of US citizens. The text is seminal in defending the concern with “present” issues, “future” issues
and human survival. The educational context of the paper was the ebullient cultural reconstruction
and the indispensability of an ethnic social integration. The American Supreme Court decisions after
the “Brown of Board of Education of Topeka” case (1955)* stressed the urgency of social integration,
the strenghtening of democracy and the implementation of civil rights in US society®.

3 In his memorial to professor Van Rensselaer Potter II, the collegiate of the University of Wisconsin-Madison remembered the
importance of that article and its pioneering role in giving normative density to the term “bioethics” and its expression as the
“bridge to the future”. “The article ‘Purpose and Function of the University’, a co-authored product with the Interdisciplinary
Studies Committee on the Future of Man at the University of Wisconsin, of which Van was the president, illustrated his com-
mitment with the future of mankind and the environment and the enormous responsibilities which we, as academics, have
in the transmission of knowledge and bioethical values” (Pitot et al., 2002).

4 That important decision of the American Supreme Court aimed at restablishing ethnic-racial integration in US schools and
breaking with the “Separate but equal” doctrine (1866) (Rodrigues, 1991).

5 Something similar to the idea or reeducation of US citizens and the defense of inclusive measures by the US educational
system was updated later by Richard Rorty: “It seems to me that the regulating idea that we — soft liberals; we, heirs to the
enlightenment; we, socratic — more often use to criticize the behavior of many conversation partners is that ‘it takes educa-
tion in order to leave behind fears, hatred and primitive superstitions’. This is the concept the victorious allied armies used,
when going about reeducating the citizens of occupied Germany and Japan. It is also that which was used by North-American
professors, who had read Dewey and were interested in putting their students to think, ‘scientifically’ and ‘rationally’, about
subjects like the origin of species and sexual behavior (that is, make them read Darwin and Freud, without disgust of incre-
dulity). It is a concept which | and most North-Americans who teach humanities or social sciences in colleges and universities
invoke when we have to arrange things so that students who come in prejudiced, homophobic and fundamentalist with
regard to religion leave college with stances more similar to our own” (Rorty, 2005, p. 119).
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The Interdisciplinary Studies Committee on the Future of Man, founded in 1962 and
presided in the 1970s by Potter, had the role of analyzing the purpose and goals of the university in
accordance with the future of humanity. According to Potter, the university had the responsibility
to point the ways for human survival, the role of offering appropriate information when projecting
possibilities for problem solving and the decision-making power in situations of political, economic
and environmental crisis. In the absence of planning by governments regarding the emerging issues
of society, such as social inequality and technoscientific advancements, the role of the university
could not be reduced to the resolution of current problems and the matter of public usefulness.
Higher learning institutions should concern themselves with the future generations.

ON THE PURPOSE OF THE UNIVERSITY IN THE DIGITAL AGE

The action of the university, according to Potter, is characterized by the search for the truth.
The promotion of research must clarify human questions in our multiple activities and discern
between the immediate and future problems of humankind. The purpose of the university is to
provide an environment of discovery, the performance of a critical examination and an education in
knowledge and values. University activities must be marked by interdisciplinary research and provide
the means to reach quality of life. “Our belief is that the matters of survival and improvement may
be better served with an open and pluralistic approach, in which the judgment of priorities is under
constant vigilance and reexamination” (Potter et al., 1970, p. 1591).

The search for truth in the university must provide guidance for the future and for responsable
action. The university provides the knowledge, abilities and social values. The government and other
social entities, such as industries and private companies, would have the goal of helping solve the
problems emerging from their cooperation and promote the university‘s activities. In Potter’s words:

We believe that a university guided towards the future would find the ways for
students and teachers to engage in interdisciplinary efforts which would contribute
not only for the future, but also for the present (Potter et al., 1970, p. 1591).

This proposal to think of the university as a space of social interaction and analysis of social
problems of the present and the future leads us to reflect on the university environment as the
social space defined by freedom of investigation and the possibility of investigating through many
paths. Thus, Potter enphasizes the need for integration and plurality in the forms of research.

We argue that the members of the university faculty have the duty to identify the
direction of their search for truth in explicit and meaninful terms for today’s youth,
for the older generation, and for each other. It is possible to be explicit about this
direction concerning the future, while at the same time keeping an open mind
regarding the ways or the possibility of different individual stances (Potter et al.,
1970, p. 1592).

He draws attention to the relevance of interdisciplinarity in the teaching work and proposes
the organization of interdisciplinary study and research programs. Potter‘s recommendations for the
development of scientific and teaching research stress the aspect of a humble attitude before the
future. This is strongly emphasized by Potter’s scientific and bioethical production.

We believe the university has the duty of examining and preserving the value

judgements which may elevate the condition of the society on which it depends. It may
serve that purpose through a search for the truth guided towards the future and which
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recognizes explicitly the need to transmit not only knowledge, but also meaningful
value judgements to the following generations (Potter et al., 1970, p. 1592).

The idea of university in Potter makes us reflect upon the indispensability of recognizing that
the adoption of the pluralistic perspective may provide intellectual and academic freedom — the
university as a public space of interaction and dialogue among individuals for the construction and
strenghtening of a democratic society and the protection of equal opportunities. The purpose of the
university must be guided by future problems, survival and human improvement. This perspective
may engender the development of the community sense, as J. Dewey argued, and strengthen the
utopias and meaning of the process of teaching and learning, as M. Mead reminded us.

The university of the digital age has been experiencing the transformations in its own self-
understanding as a space of human formation and repurposing its work for the exercise of planetary
citizenship. The university environment is not reduced to the formation of skilled labor, it proposes
to form citizens who are concerned about the future of humankind and planet Earth (Morin, 2000;
Nelson and Wei, 2012; UNESCO, 2015). Potter’s reflections reinforce the defense of interdisciplinarity
and a plurality of perspectives and approaches in the university environment. Likewise, the
strenghtening of democratic citizenship and interaction among the types of knowledge developed
in the university and in other spaces of social interaction and sharing of experiences must sustain the
perspective of a global university.

The relevance of the teaching-learning process in the 21 century will be marked by the ability
of teachers to interact with students as co-builders of knowledge, co-responsible and active in
society. The teaching-learning process must be relevant and meaningful to students. Teachers and
students must view themselves as being in a continuous process of learning and getting educated.
The mark of education in the 21% century will be an emphasis on “lifelong learning” as a result of
the development and training of autonomy and choice-making by the subjects of knowledge. As Rita
Barros et al. (2014) state: “Unesco stresses the humanist point of the educational impact, with
lifelong learning being an essential condition for the well-being of people and education, a collective
responsibility” (Barros et al., 2014, p. 549). This perspective, defended by the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (Unesco), must be the reference for the teaching
formation of the 21 century. The university curriculum has to consider the humanist formation as
relevant to the learning process; it must point the ways for lifelong learning and be relevant to the
life experiences of students.

This perspective for the university of the digital age as the “Chair of the Future” — proposed by
Potter — may be better understood based on the social theory of Jlirgen Habermas when highlighting
the need for a dialogue between knowledge and social issues, as well as guidance towards social
emancipation. In Habermas, the university has the goal of educating for citizen autonomy and
enlightenmentinits interaction between scientific knowledge and social relations in non-institutional
environments. Similarly to Potter’s paper (Potter et al., 1970), the context of the German university
was one of rebuilding its identity and action in society. The US and German contexts, along with their
respective social theorists, were readjusting to tend to the social needs of inclusion and the wider
democratization of political institutions.

THE IDEA OF UNIVERSITY, SCIENCE AND SOCIETY IN JURGEN HABERMAS
Thus, the functions which the university performs in favor of society must remain
united, in a way, from inside, with the goals, reasons and actions of its members,
who cooperate in the scope of a work division (through the entanglement of
intentions). In that sense, the university must incorporate institutionally — and
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anchor in the reasons — an exemplary way of life, shared intersubjectively by is
members (Habermas, 2005, p. 72).

Jirgen Habermas has been prominent for his proposition of reconstruction of the social
spheres based on the theory of communicative action and his action in social praxis since his
time as a college student and, later, as a university professor. He is inspired by the ideal of
social emancipation and the critique of the systemic forms of instrumental/strategic rationality
(Oliveira, 2002; Pinzani, 2009; Brunkhorst et al., 2017). The theory of communicative action
aims to recover the emancipatory potential of the ability to dialogue, the search for mutual
understanding, the exercise of argumentation and intersubjective thinking in the public sphere
(Habermas 2012). The university is a model of public sphere due to its plurality of perspectives
and theoretical-practical orientations. The process of academic university formation takes place
through the interlocution among its members in their search for the understanding of social and
natural phenomena.

In The Idea of the University — Learning Processes, Jirgen Habermas (2005) develops the
reflection based on the context of educational and cultural reconstruction of Germany in the post-
war period (1945) and the recovery of its classical sense as proposed by Schelling, Humboldt and
Schleiermacher. According to him, there was the need for renewal of the “idea of university” or
else higher learning institutions would limit themselves to the funcion of providing labor force with
technical-scientific skills. This renewal of the meaning of university revived the importance of the
humanistic formation of its members. The authors Humboldt (1997) and Schleiermacher (1996)
made us think about the defense of the autonomy of university teaching and modern science in
relation to religion and state intereference (Leopoldo and Silva, 2001; Coves, 2008). This seems to
be the essential aspect for the development of activities in the university: academic freedom and
autonomy. The development of scientific research in the German university environment showed its
capability for functional autonomy. The university and its members have the ability of changing and
inserting themselves in cultural development and in the forms of social interaction. In the perspective
of such authors, knowledge development of in the university would bring about a deepening of
bildung (“cultural formation”). Bildung comprehends cultural, academic and personal formation.
In other words, it refers to an integral human formation, which the Greeks named by the concept of
paideia (Jaerger, 2003; Alves, 2019).

The “idea of university” denotes the soul of the institution and its purpose in society.
This purpose describes cooperation processes among the members of the scientific community.
Therefore, Habermas dedicated himself to understanding the learning processes organized in the
university from its process of historic-social development as an answer to the German democratic
restoration post-1945. This period was marked by the widening of access to formal education and
culminated with the economic crisis of the 1970s, recession in educational planning and revision
of educational policy, including the tensions with the university student movements of 1967-69
(Santos, 1989; Adorno, 1995). The economic crisis caused a reduction in the number of students
entering university and difficulties for them to enter the work market. Also, the crisis affected public
finances and the income sources of universities. In this context of crisis and questioning of the
educational system it was necessary that the German university reinvented itself and recovered the
primordial sense of its role in society.

The university must fulfill its social role as a space of interaction and socialization. It must be the
environment for cultural sharing and the formation of opinion and political will. Habermas emphasizes
that the university space is characterized by the nexus between scientific learning processess and
the forms of life of modern societies or between the university and the world of life. The world of
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life is characterized as the living space of values and culture mediated by dialogue and the exercise
of communicative rationality, for example, in the family and school environment. It is distinguished
from systemic rationality (public administration and economy) because the social relations take
effect by the process of self-understanding between individuals and the human formation (Mihl,
2016). Therefore, university education must transcend the technical-scientific aspect and aim at
human and cultural formation.

The differentiated scientific system should not be focused only on economics,
on technique and administration, but remain rooted in the world of life through
the traditional bundling of its functions. And that bundling of functions must be
explained from the very structure of science (Habermas, 2005, p. 90).

Habermas describes the university space in its unity with the world of life because it allows
the forms of socialization and social integration through the processes of teaching-learning and
research. The scope of teaching is the way of presenting results and interaction between teachers
and students. The research takes place through the collective construction of knowledge and
competencies. Teaching and research enable the cultural development and accomplishment
of the ideal of a society open to contemporary subjects and to the process of aufkldrung
(“enlightenment”).

The aufkldrung and its discussion have an important role in phylosophical analysis about
the development of social emancipation and the critique of the oppressing forms of technical-
scientific knowledge. The critical philosophy of Immanuel Kant, in his infamous booklet on the
enlightenment, emphasizes the critical process as being the evaluation and judgement carried out
in the public space. The process of enlightenment and the development of rational skills, within
the individual or society, present the conditions required to set oneself free from any submission
or limitation to the ability to think. According to Kant, the enlightenment process is marked by
the freedom that individuals have to criticize the status quo of political institutions. This critical
behavior is denoted by freedom of public exposure of thought and opinion. This process of
public enlightenment would promote social and scientific development as an expression of
critical freedom.

A higher degree of civil liberty seems to be advantageous for the freedom of spirit
of the people, yet it sets for them insurmountable limits; a lower degree of that
gives to this space the wish to expand as much as possible (Kant, 1985, p. 114).

Michel Foucault, in the text dedicated to enlightenment in Kant, describes that social process
as referring to current matters. Philosophy would develop in the problematization of the present
and would aim at understanding its process of social rationalization: “[...] philosophy as the
problematization of a current issue and as questioning by the philosopher of that issue of which
he is part and in relation to which he has to position himself, could characterize philosophy as the
discourse of modernity and about modernity” (Foucault, 1984, p. 3). According to Foucault, the
aufkldrung is the cultural self-reflecting process situated between past and present which acts in the
social structures of the present.

The Aufklérung is a time, a time which forms its own motto, its precept and which
tells what has to be done, as much in relation to the general history of thought, as
in relation to its present and the forms of knowledge, of knowing, of ignorance and
of illusion in which it can recognize its historical situation (Foucault, 1984, p. 3).
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Habermas describes the relationship between science and the enlightenment of society as
the process of social emancipation and assurance of the autonomous development of individuals.
That relation between science and social enlightenment is at the reflexive philosophical base and
guides itself by intellectual clarity and freedom of spirit. In this sense, Habermas understands that
the development of teaching-learning processes in the university environment would ensure a unity
between teaching and research, and, among the different forms of expression of scientific research,
science and general formation and science and enlightenment.

In the German context, university and science are structured by the research and teaching
developed within their scopes of action. On the one hand, science is added to the goal of a general
formation and grants a relationship of complementarity between the teaching and learning process.
On the other hand, science in unity with the process of enlightenment of society may culminate
in the peak of moral culture. That is the primordial sense of the German university: scientific
education must culminate in the enlightened and moral formation of its members. The members
of the university must have a moral commitment to the good of society and the assurance of
critical freedom, as asserted by Kantian philosophy. Habermas, under the inspiration of Karl Jaspers,
advocates the philosophical reflection inscribed in science as being the process of inclusion of ethical
assumptions and care for the scientific development of society. The university must not reduce its
activity to the functional aspect of the formation of skilled labor; it must fulfill its essence: an integral
human formation and its action in society (Terra, 2014).

[Jaspers] says, also, that sciences need philosophical guidance, because only
this may ensure not only the habit of thinking scientifically by reflecting about
pressupositions, but also awareness of the ideas guiding research, as well as the
reason for the unconditional search for knowledge. Therefore, the role of protector
of the idea of university is up to philosophy — and, with that, the role of pacemaker
of reforms (Habermas, 2005, p. 91).

That ideal of the interaction between philosophy and science may be observed in the United
States’ model of university if we study the sociology of Talcott Parsons (Parsons, Platt and Gerald,
1973; Parsons, 1974) regarding the social roles of the university. Parsons’ social analysis views the
university environment as fostering research and the promotion of young researchers with the
goals of academic preparation for the profession and a general formation, the humanistic one.
In this case, there is a bundling between the process of cultural self-understanding and intellectual
enlightenment. In the US context, Parsons notes the process of enlargement of the educational
system in the 20" century as having the goal of ensuring equality of opportunity and citizenship to
all people in face of social and economic transformations. Social modernization led to a broadening
of the democratization of institutions and of their collegiate way of making decisions.

Many organizations stereotyped as bureaucracy under many aspects have become
“collegiates”. In the case of modern government that is not predominantly
bureaucratic, not only because it was “democratized” by the elected office and
responsibility before the public, but also because its internal structure, specially its
“executive branch”, is, in great part, a “collegiate” (Parsons, 1974, p. 129).

Habermas understands the learning processes in the university environment as the
communicative forms of development of scientific argumentation. The university could be analyzed
metaphorically as being the “public community of communication of researchers”. By mentioning
Schleiermacher and the matter of knowledge as a language and communication process, the
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university environment is shown as provider of social interaction. This philosophical perspective
understands human relations as inserted in the communication process and in the social interactions
of the cognitive development process.

The first law of the whole trend towards knowledge is the following:
communication; and, in it being impossible to produce anything for oneself
without use of language, nature itself expressed that law clearly (Schleiermacher
apud Habermas, 2005, p. 99).

In the university environment would be the remnants of the world of life, for example,
cooperation in the teaching-learning process and the construction of knowledge developed in it.
Communicative rationality is marked by being the reflexive and comprehensive exercise of social
relations among individuals. The intersubjective relation among communication actors occurs
through the use of language (dialogue) with the goal of understanding each other under social norms.
This acting guided towards understanding is by excellence reflexive and concerned with the Other.
It is directed at overcoming individual and subjective conceptions. The exercise of communicative
rationality may provide the motivation for ethical action and break with the strategic-instrumental
rationality of contemporary society (Habermas, 2012). Strategic-instrumental rationality is marked
by the search for success and efficiency of decisions. It has been widely spread and amplified by the
technological and algorithmic capacity of contemporary society. Thus, recovery of the communicative
ability of individuals and strengthening of the university as a public sphere may be the proper tools
for the formation of individuals who are morally and politically committed to society.

THE UNIVERSITY AS A SPACE FOR DIALOGUE IN DIGITAL SOCIETY

The exercise of communicative rationality in the university environment enables the interaction
among members with the “telos” (“ultimate purpose”) of integral and humanistic formation. In a
society undergoing a technological and digital transformation, Harari (2018) warns of the need for
an education directed at reflexive thinking in face of the advancement of artificial intelligence and
algorithmization of society. Education in contemporary society must be grounded in its subjects’
capability of interaction and the valorization of the search for meaning in human existence.

So, what should we be teaching? Many specialists in pedagogy claim schools should
start to teach “the four Cs” — critical thinking, communication, collaboration and
criativity. In a broader sense, schools should minimize technical skills and emphasize
skills for generic purposes of life. Most important of all should be the ability to deal
with changes, learn new things and preserve mental balance in situations which are
not familiar (Harari, 2018, p. 279).

In the business environment it is common to make a distinction between the “hard skills”
(technical competencies) and “soft skills” (relational competencies). The first represent the technical
and productive abilities and the latter refer to behavioral and relational abilities. The robotization and
automation process, in many social spheres, has led to the replacement of human labor for intelligent
machines and robots. The advancement of artificial intelligence, and its ability to simulate human
thinking, has questioned the distinction between “hard skills” and “soft skills” and made us think
about the proposal for training in “human skills”. These would represent the ability to understand
and be sensitive to the Other (lorio, 2021a; 2021b). In other words, communicative competencies,
acting with ethics and empathy, and human sensitivity are essential elements for a society that
is moving towards automation in production, services and labor activities. The university can play
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the role of mediating and providing education in humanistic knowledge for the digital society in a
communicative space of interaction and sharing of knowledges and life experiences.

Social media outlets amplified the possibilities of interaction and connection among
individuals. However, they have shown to be averse to dialogue that aims at mutual understanding
and the essential and emerging questions of contemporary society (UNESCO, 2019). The university
may be kept as a space for a dialogue which is not mediatized or under the control of the economic-
financial system and the market interests. As a public space, it is the environment of resistance to
coercive forms of the strategic-instrumental rationality. The action of the university promotes the
enlightenment of people and ensures a more democratic and free society.

The idea of university in Habermas leads to reflection on the relevance of university autonomy
and freedom in face of the influence of government interest and the power of algorithms.
The communicative action present in the university environment may break with the logic of social
systems and propose interactive ways for the social engagement of the members of society.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

University in the digital age, as an idea and project for a social institution, is connected
and reflects on its identity in contemporary society. Van Rensselaer Potter and Jirgen Habermas
advocate for the university space to be open and plural in order to serve as a base and foundation
for democratic political institutions. The university must express the democracit spirit and its way
of action among its members. In Potter’s perspective, it has the mission of constituting a “Chair of
the Future” to contribute to the resolution of urgent and emerging global problems, namely issues
related to socioeconomic inequalities, the protection of the environment and the assurance of global
health. Human survival and its future must be the core issues to be investigated in the university
environment. In Habermas, the idea of university preserves the relations that are non-systemic
and mediated by communicative abilities of understanding among social actors. The reflexive and
formative exercise in the interaction among members of the university may engender an integral
human formation and moral commitment with social and political issues.

The reflections of Potter and Habermas, in different contexts and times, complement each
other and strengthen the wish to rebuild the idea of university under the point of view of the digital
revolution. The latter makes social actors, in their many spheres of action, reflect upon the essence
of human action and the meaning of their existence and choices. The cognitive technologies have
the capacity of overcoming productive and technical human abilities. They possess higher precision
and efficiency in the accomplishment of analytical and predictive thinking.

The theoretical reference of V. R. Potter and J. Habermas regarding the idea of university
helps us reflect about this space of discursive interaction and human formation as the locus for
the construction of the foundations of democratic society. The university and its agents have the
responsibility of enlightening citizens on the value of scientific knowledge and its truth. The university
space is dedicated to a human and citizen formation with the goal of highlighting its ability to guide
the human species towards its survival and the assurance of better conditions for the most vulnerable
people, as argued by Potter. The university is the locus for open and free communicative interaction,
the promotion and representation of ideas, thoughts and experiences of a plural society.

It is necessary to go beyond the reflections of Potter and Habermas to rebuild society and its
political institutions for the education of people, with the goal of protecting the dignity of the human
person in vulnerable situations. The social emancipation project must make the produced, shared
and lived knowledges of the university cross over its borders and reach vulnerable people.

The idea of university in the digital society must be connected to the social responsibility
of its agents and the practice of activities beyond university spaces. Those interaction activities
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are possible within the digital context and/or presentially. The digital turning point favors the
meeting of the plurality of knowledge and practices. It invites a continued discursive interaction
and social engagement. In face of the technological possibilities, the university reinvents itself
by rethinking its structures and finding in an integral human education (paideia, humanitas,
bildung, universitas etc.) its essence as a public space of interaction among individuals capable
of self-understanding with regard to social norms and planning a more democratic, free and fair
society for all people.
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