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Abstract

For the Greeks, a free man lived in the polis, the place for otium and virtues. 
Work and active life at the oikia occupied a secondary place. Luther challenged this 
view: Beruf is both work and a divine call, and the contemplative life has to disap-
pear. In the Middle Ages, the beginning of the universities and the presence of 
guilds developed a new approach to human work that discarded the opposition be-
tween otium and nec-otium. But this new approach did not influence philosophy.

Modern philosophy, following Luther’s thesis on Beruf and the primacy he gave 
to active life, understood man and his work as totally rational. Within this ap-
proach, Protestantism introduced a “work ethic”, but this labor-centered society 
contains a strong economic basis, because work is understood as production.

This article proposes a notion of work as craft, which is part of human prac-
tices and implies the attainment of different internal goods. Every work, whether 
manual or intellectual, also has social meaning: it appears within a community. 
Work cannot be defined as product.

University practices —studying, teaching, doing research— can also be explain
ed in these terms, and when this is the case, they are intrinsically related to human 
excellence, because they are at the basis of different virtues that make us flourish.
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attention to the significance of Aristotelian ethics and opened the most 
interesting debate on this subject in the 20th century, he also wrote 
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a surprising statement: “The most notable difference so far between my 
account and any account that could be called Aristotelian is that al-
though I have in no way restricted the exercise of virtues to the context 
of practices, it is in terms of practices that I have located their point 
and function” (1984: 201). Therefore, practices are a key element of 
human flourishing because virtues and practices are intrinsically relat-
ed. But immediately the following question arises: What are practices 
according to MacIntyre? In a recent essay, he answers this question 
briefly: They are “forms of systematic human activity, each with its own 
goods internal” (2006: 46). And, as I have tried to explain elsewhere, 
these internal goods that characterize every practice depend on a key 
notion: work (2009: 35-45). This is the great difference between MacIn-
tyre and Aristotle, for in giving to practices this central role, MacIntyre 
rejected that virtues are principally acquired through leisure and the 
good life at the polis. On the contrary, virtues need a form of system-
atic activity in order to “exist.” This makes it possible to claim that if 
MacIntyre considers practices as the point and function of virtues, 
work can be thought of as the point and function of practices.

The goal of this article is to respond to other questions related to 
this first one: What is the best practice for a university student? Can 
the contemporary university offer a notion of study (either as scholars 
or as students) that is also intrinsically related to virtues? In order to 
answer them, I will address two issues: What has philosophy said 
about work? What can history tell us about the moment in which the 
first Studia Generalia appeared in Europe? These two approaches will 
grant us a deep understanding of human beings and will help us to 
describe what excellence is for a university student. More precisely, 
I ill defend the thesis that excellence can be achieved not necessarily 
due to a good curricula and good marks, or to well-paid patents in-
vented by a research group, but by the acquisition of social skills and 
abilities that contribute to developing virtues, and therefore rich per-
sonalities that can serve society in the future.

1. Philosophy and Work

Although today work and academic activity are related notions and 
even synonyms, for the Classics this was not the case. Aristotle’s de-
scription of work occupied a secondary place: Work is neither a hu-
man activity nor an aid to our flourishing as rational, free and social 
members of a city. Work impedes the contemplation of eternal truths 
and is a private and constrained task, developed at the oikia (house) by 
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women and slaves, in order to satisfy bodily needs. The “good life” for 
man does not mean work; it means leisure and attainment of virtues 
in an open space where free speech and political influence can take 
place. Contemplating truth is the highest activity a human being can 
accomplish and corresponds to the theoretical use of reason.

As a result, Aristotle defends a sort of aristocratic humanism in 
which women and slaves are only workers or producers. The good life 
is reserved for the citizen: a full, rational and free man. Leisure (schole or 
otium) or the liberal arts make human beings draw nearer to the gods. 
But work (a-schole or nec-otium), or the servile arts, is what distinguish-
es life at home, where production and reproduction to survive are the 
main activities.

The Middle Ages continued this vision, distinguishing the vita contem�
plativa from the vita activa. With the appearance of monastic forms of 
life, the contemplative life became the highest expression of Christian 
existence, the best way to achieve sanctity. Therefore this distinction 
remained an opposition for many: ordinary life and work in the world 
was a second-class existence, making it difficult to go to heaven.

Protestantism was certainly a further step in the clarification of the 
meaning of work. Beruf, the German word for both craft and divine 
vocation, has its root in the verb rufen (to summon), and evoked a quite 
exciting combination of divine appeal and worldly business. Beruf con-
nects work with the vocation that God concedes to human beings, in 
view of his or her own moral and religious fulfillment. Luther tried to 
substitute the contemplative ideal that, according to him, implied use-
lessness and irresponsible abandonment of the world, with an “inter-
worldly” asceticism in which one’s profession played a determining 
role as a divine summons. All men must collaborate with God through 
their work.

This religious doctrine influenced the philosophical terrain, too. 
The decisive figure in reinforcing this shift was René Descartes. His 
writings granted a privileged position to science, with detriment to the 
theoretical approach. The proposal to substitute “speculative philoso-
phy that is taught in school” with another philosophy that is “radical-
ly practical” was his. Finally, human beings “may become lords and 
dominators of nature” (1976: 61-2).

According to his famous declaration, cogito, ergo sum, Descartes 
characterized human beings in terms of reason. This dimension had 
to be clearly distinguished from the body. We are a thinking substance 
—a thinking thing— and we have a material substance, which is our 
body. Our freedom depends on our rationality; our body is a mechanis-
tic substance and no longer represents a living dimension. Nature ap-
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peared as totally homogeneous and knowable, because it could be 
transformed into an abstract object, plotted as space and time coordi-
nates that could be translated into numbers or quantities.

To summarize, the supremacy of otium or leisure as a classical atti-
tude was gradually replaced with scientific standards and technical 
applications. Not only did science acquire a privileged position, but the 
ideal of power over all of creation placed man at the center of culture 
as a whole. First with the Reformation, then with the modern philoso-
phers, the approach to the division between vita contemplativa and vita 
activa completely changed, and a new model of humanism arrived, that 
of Homo faber. Man was a worker and work was not only power but 
also production. As a consequence, work occupied a primary place in 
culture.

In his book Leisure, the Basis of Culture Joseph Pieper denounced 
a labor-centered society. His aim was to rediscover the value of theoret-
ical knowledge in a culture based on technical progress and in a uni-
versity that paid more attention to sciences and to specialization than 
to the humanities. In doing so, Pieper proposed an ideal of excellence 
that brought to mind Greek aristocratic humanism: only the philoso-
pher contemplating the truth can achieve human perfection. Work and 
ordinary life are usually an obstacle.

2. Two Facts from the Middle Ages

Did the Lutheran approach to work open a cultural revolution at the 
beginning of the Modern Age? History and sociology do not confirm 
this thesis. I will refer to two interesting facts that took place in the 
Middle Ages and provide rich insights about work and ordinary life.

The first is the appearance of universities, exclusive to Western so-
cieties and one of the most permanent creations of the twelfth and 
thirteenth centuries. In general terms, their characteristics are still 
present in our days: professors, students, lessons, exams, libraries, 
etc. A relevant aspect is that the first name of these institutions was 
Studia Generalia, also designated as universitas magistrorum et scholarium, 
a universal wisdom shared by a corporation including both students 
and professors. Why is this interesting? Because of the etymology of 
the word studia. It is instructive to know that its meaning —to carry 
out something with effort and take care of it— is quite modern: it ap-
peared around the year 1300 and it revealed not only the use of theo-
retical reason but also a practical approach to inquiry, a humble atti-
tude to teach or to learn from a master or from a philosophical or the-
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ological tradition. It describes the university as a living and interde-
pendent community or corporation. Wisdom was no longer the liber-
ation from the cavern (or of the body) in order to grasp intuitively 
eternal ideas, as Plato described in The Republic. Wisdom was the ten-
tative result of a journey in which professors and students were chal-
lenged to put together all their human capacities, theoretical and 
practical, intellectual and bodily. In other words, to study was to work, 
and work was a form of systematic craft with a social dimension, lead-
ing to the truth.

At the same time, another sociological fact appeared. The Middle 
Ages was the first epoch in history in which manual labor ceased to be 
synonymous with slavery. Historical proof of the presence and impact 
of this in the emergence of European culture can be discovered today 
in one of its most beautiful inheritances: the Chartres Cathedral in 
France (Lutan 1999: 91-104).

Indeed, the series of forty-two stained-glass windows (dating back 
to 1210-1235) was donated by guilds (whereas only thirty-two were 
offered by the nobility). These guilds chose to illustrate the patrons, by 
means of narrative representations portraying scenes of their daily 
working life. A colorful depiction of windows with thirty-three medal-
lions in each, involving figures and events, displays animated episodes 
of the vita activa in concrete images that appeal to the bourgeois taste 
and fashion (weavers, builders, stone workers, taverners, wine mer-
chants, sculptors, masons and even shoemakers), very different from 
the aristocratic emblematic images. A more detailed examination of 
the several images of the same saint donated by different donors re-
veals that they played a significant role in deciding upon the formal 
meaning of the work of art. Guilds not only showed well-determined 
professional characteristics, but also the cultural influence that they 
already had in those centuries.

In pointing to these two historical and sociological facts, interesting 
issues arise. First, human excellence can no longer be identified with 
a theoretical life at the polis or contemplative life in the monastery. 
Human excellence implies practical and manual activity in ordinary life 
as well. Secondly, work, even when its goal is to satisfy ordinary needs 
in everyday circumstances, can be conceived of as a human, and there-
fore free, activity. In the Age of Antiquity, lack of reason or incapacity 
of ownership were not essential in order to be slave. It is a well known 
fact that slaves even owned other slaves and that many men became 
slaves due to war. The most significant characteristic of slavery was 
the impossibility of participating in the polis, and therefore of not hav-
ing any kind of influence in culture: the oikia was not the place for the 
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good life but for life. This connotation disappeared in the Middle Ages, 
because in Christian societies any man or woman could not only 
achieve a new dignity as a child of God, but as such, and more sur-
prisingly due to their work, they also exerted a quite new influence in 
culture. Thirdly, and most importantly, those philosophical dichoto-
mies between otium and nec-otium, liberal arts and servile arts, the con-
templative life and the active life, disappeared in the historical and soci-
ological field. Indeed, while philosophy reveals a description of work 
in terms of its opposition to another reality that, in most cases, is con-
sidered superior and more human than physical work, history shows 
that work in either its “intellectual paradigm”, like the Studia Gener�
alia, or in its “manual paradigm”, like all the examples of guilds, can be 
described as a free craft that expresses the unity of several human abil-
ities and reveals social and cultural influence. Philosophical research 
has so far explained work mainly as “a shifting notion”, and today this 
conceptual conflict is still present but in a different way: rational or 
human work vs. mechanical, industrial or technological work.

As a consequence, when Luther fought for the active life’s supremacy 
against the contemplative life, he interpreted a stream of socially embod-
ied facts that were already present in culture several centuries before 
him. At the same time, Catholic theology was obliged to insist on the 
supremacy of the contemplative life. To speak of sanctity through 
work would raise suspicions of Lutheran heresy. Testimony of this ap-
pears in a book that is extremely controversial, but nonetheless useful 
for the present study: The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism by 
Max Weber. The significance of this work that arrived at the 20th cen-
tury —to put it in a provocative way— was a Protestant victory.

3. Enlightened Reason and the Liberal University

This is not an outdated issue. In a quite recent article and maybe 
one of his last ones, Ralf Dahrendorf, who passed away during the re-
vision of this article, recalls Weber and the “old virtues” of capitalism 
(work, order, service, duty) as a possible solution to the current eco-
nomic crisis. The point here is to remember that for Weber, the ap-
pearance of these virtues, and therefore of the spirit of capitalism, is 
a contribution of the Lutheran notion of Beruf or work, itself related to 
the primacy of the active life. The Calvinist Reformation and Modern 
philosophers continued this approach and proposed the disenchant-
ment of the world, understanding this Beruf as mainly rational. Hu-
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man reason had to discover a natural order and to develop a neutral 
and objective science.

The famous statements of Francis Bacon, “the power of man re-
sides only in science” and “knowledge is power”, opened the door to 
limitless discoveries in research. This paved the way for the ideal of 
power over all of creation, instead of fostering an attitude of awe and 
admiration. Culture experienced seemingly limitless progress. Tho-
mas Hobbes, in turn, made a decisive contribution to the notion of 
work: society is not born as a consequence of the desire for the good 
(human being is antisocial, as famously expressed in his statement 
homo homini lupus), but rather as a result of individual interests. Be-
cause of this, the unity of society was based on an individualistic ap-
proach, and work was seen principally as a means to gain wealth. 
This theory found its full conceptualization with Adam Smith. Many 
authors believe that work as a modern reality was discovered at that 
moment (Méda 1997: 48-51).

This synthesis between science, the technical, and social-economic 
life established by Modern philosophers was an approach that un-
leashed the homogenizing of human activities and their goods. Since 
then, all work began to be significant in terms of monetary value. 
However, this position presented a structural characteristic which 
was also its principal defect. It categorized work according to some-
thing mainly external: “the product paradigm”. The value of work was 
measured by its product.

But these theses represented the antipodes of the medieval notion 
of craft: a notion which privileged an attitude that took care of the ob-
ject of work or of studies, because nature was not something abstract, 
but alive; a notion of craft which was practical, because any craft at-
tended to particular circumstances or particular opinions; and finally, 
a notion of craft which revealed a social element in the very process 
of acquiring knowledge and introduced the idea of interdependence 
within a tradition, rather than a strictly individualistic approach. On 
the other hand, modern inquiry developed a notion of work that could 
be identified with powerful theoretical reason, a drive to control and 
dominate nature; an individualistic attitude in the worker that be-
came more and more autonomous; and especially, with liberalism, an 
idea that work had economic value. Every lecture, every piece of re-
search and every assessment had to treat its subject in a purely ab-
stract way. Rationality revealed itself in scientific knowledge.

In modern rationalism, we can find the origin of the liberal univer-
sity, with its three attributes: a strong specialization, the preeminence 
of natural sciences and economically-oriented research. An example is 
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the University of Halle, founded in 1694 by the Lutherans, which re-
nounced religious orthodoxy of any kind in favor of rational and objec-
tive intellectual inquiry. This new vision focused on abstraction, a pure 
rational act that could help the new physics and the new progress in 
mechanics and promoted specialization. We are facing the rise of “in-
strumental reason,” to borrow Charles Taylor’s famous phrase. In the 
university curricula, theology above all, but also philosophy and the 
humanities, were demoted to a secondary place, as approaches to re-
ality that were too comprehensive, as subjects not adaptable to scien-
tific standards, and as activities that were neither economical nor use-
ful. But if this fact shows an idea of the university that differs from its 
original spirit, it also reveals an even more dangerous consequence: 
an incomplete, and therefore incorrect, anthropology.

4. The Challenge of Human Excellence in University Studies

Going back to Dahrendof ’s article, we find he encourages a new 
type of capitalism —which he calls “responsible”— that implies the 
inclusion of the community. However, in relating this to the old Prot-
estant virtues that Weber made famous, he fails to mention some im-
portant points. Indeed, if we agree with Weber that the core of this old 
vision is the notion of Beruf and, as I have tried to demonstrated, that 
Modern philosophy introduces a meaning of work with a special (and 
exclusive) emphasis on the economic product, then Protestant origin of 
this responsibility in defense of capitalism is quite difficult to imagine. 
If we pay attention to another source of capitalism, i.e. the Cartesian 
dualism that defines man as isolated reason, then we recognize here 
why responsibility cannot be an intrinsic characteristic. Environmen-
tal movements, for example, are now denouncing these theses: work 
as applied theory into reality, as isolated and rational exercise in ab-
stract nature, has destroyed it and has introduced artificial ends that 
reveal important mistakes for the human world of the future. In addi-
tion, to admit isolated reason is to leave aside an isolated body. Not 
only nature is abstract; so too is our body. Nevertheless, work cannot 
be conceived as independent of a coherent anthropology that includes 
the living body. Modern rationalism has not only avoided this point, 
but cannot accept it.

To challenge this view and to make it possible for capitalism to be 
responsible, we will try to explain work as a human activity that is 
more than technical reason. Following Alasdair MacIntyre’s account on 
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practices (1984: 182 ff.), we can see that work is related to both intrin-
sic goods and external goods. Examples of external goods are money, 
power, honor, or pleasure: we can obtain them due to work and they 
cannot be shared without being diminished. On the other hand, inter-
nal goods imply that the worker learns a theory (some kinds of work 
require this more than others), and acquires a know-how that is part 
of a tradition (this is also true for intellectual activities) and that con-
tributes to culture. This process takes place within a community that 
shares these skills, has standards for good work, and gives work social 
significance. Consequently, progress is not only a question of scientif-
ic reason or of applied science, but also of internal goods that depend 
on practical reason.

Aristotle defined practical reason as recta ratio (orthós lógos) (1145 
a 26-28), or reason which corrects and is corrected. Its object is not 
eternal and universal truth (the object of theoretical reason), but the 
particular and contingent. Due to the nature of its object, practical 
reason does not always reach its objective the first time around. It in-
volves the ability to reflect upon one’s judgments and those of others, 
so that one becomes able to correct errors. This capacity to correct re-
veals that every labor has standards of excellence, and that a learning 
process is necessary. Thus, although the product of a concrete labor 
can be a masterpiece, it can also be the result of mere chance. As Mat-
thew Crawford has written, “the craftsman’s habitual deference is not 
toward the New, but toward the distinction between the Right Way and 
the Wrong Way” (2006: 10).

Another characteristic of internal goods is that they ordinarily depend 
on the type of practice performed. Painters develop color perception 
better than cooks, but cooks have a better sense of taste than painters. 
For manual laborers, skills entail systematic contact with reality, a re-
spectful dialogue with the natural world, a disciplined perception, 
a control of movement, etc. Intellectual work shares some of these in-
ternal goods, too, but develops others —such as the capacity to relate 
ideas, the ability to go in depth into a problem and discover possible 
contradictions (and solutions), etc.— and these skills are acquired in 
different ways by philosophers, historians or economists.

Also of importance in these intellectual tasks is the ability to ex-
plain them in a comprehensible language, to deal with contrary ideas 
in a tolerant and open way, to receive criticism and to learn from it. 
Manual and intellectual work can be performed in an autonomous 
way, but good manual and intellectual work have to be intrinsically 
social: they start within a community, build up a cultural tradition in 
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cooperation with other practitioners, and they improve their stand-
ards when there is loyal confrontation and the generous capacity to 
share the best results.

Universities have all the conditions to be that community, but they 
have to rediscover some anthropological work principles. Studying, 
doing research, and teaching are types of work that can be called 
“crafts” (MacIntyre 1990). We are not intuitive spirits that grasp the 
truth individually or automatically. Even the best practitioners at the 
university need struggle, concentration, time, and also help, support, 
good teachers or good co-workers in order to gain knowledge. This 
recalls the original meaning of the words Studia generalia, that is, to 
look for the truth with human effort, and in a social way: deeply (tak-
ing into consideration subjects that are fundamental such humani-
ties), totally (attending to the different traditions or theories), sincere-
ly (searching for the truth, although it may change some personal 
achievements).

To claim that university practices are a sort of craft may sound like 
a second-class type of work, but whoever thinks so does not recognize 
the implicit, frequent and old prejudice of our culture, that of the di-
chotomy between otium and nec-otium. This prejudice is present in the 
Greek aristocratic humanism (only citizens are human), in the mod-
ern rationalism (we are only reason; only science is true knowledge), 
and in capitalism (work is product and money). However, as we have 
seen, in these approaches there are some anthropological gaps that 
the notion of craft helps to correct. Indeed, it offers an image of a hu-
man being that flourishes not only while exercising his or her intellec-
tual capacities in the public sphere, but also attending to everyday life 
circumstances with the participation of his or her bodily structure. 
Work as craft has little to do with economic power or with dominion, 
but with care. More than abstraction, craft in everyday life exercises 
a different attitude: empathy. This type of knowledge is also human, 
although it does not work with principles, rules or experiments. Em-
pathy is needed for life in important moments: for example, in its be-
ginning and in its end, because we cannot communicate our needs but 
others have to understand them due to our bodily movements. Last 
but not least, this notion of craft challenges individualism, because in 
order to exist, it depends on other practitioners that teach a practical 
way to acquire the craft, and therefore develop social interdependence 
and service within a community. Solidarity ������������������������������appears as its ���������������intrinsic char-
acteristic, which is one of the best expressions of responsibility.

Finally, this approach presents university practices as the point and 
function of virtues. Academics and students need virtues such as perse-
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verance in work and patience with others, generosity toward co-workers, 
sincerity in research, justice to students, friendship and service to com-
panions, loyalty to the community. Consequently, it can be claimed that 
in order to achieve university excellence, virtues are necessary, and virtues 
are the result of the acquisition of the skills that belong to this craft.

When students and professors within the university focus on internal 
goods rather than good marks or prices and results that bring honor 
and money, then they do not fall into the trap of work seen within the 
product paradigm. On the contrary, while teaching or studying they 
acquire those virtues that enable them to flourish as a member of that 
university. But a correct anthropology goes further, because if they 
want to move towards their specifically human telos, then they cannot 
forget that they have other roles in society that are also part of their 
excellence as human beings, even if they belong to everyday matters. 
Only by attending to all these aspects can both professors and stu-
dents move toward their happiness.

I know that these last ideas need to be further developed. Fortunate-
ly, this explanation has been afforded by the best treatise on human 
happiness ever written: Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics. Followers of 
Ralf Dahrendorf should definitely read it.
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Streszczenie

Studia wyższe jako praktyka ludzka: co znaczy być celującym studentem?
Według starożytnych Greków, człowiek wolny mieszkał w polis, które było 

miejscem otium i cnoty. Natomiast praca i życie aktywne zajmowały drugie miej-
sce. Luter spróbował podważyć takie rozumienie pracy. Według niego, Beruf, czy-
li praca, jest to miejsce, gdzie nadprzyrodzone powołanie i życie kontemplacyj-
ne muszą się ze sobą łączyć. W średniowieczu, w czasach powstawania uniwer-
sytetów i cechów rzemieślniczych, pojawiło się nowe podejście do ludzkiej pra-
cy – otium i nec-otium przestały być swoim przeciwieństwem. To nowe podejście 
nie wpłynęło jednak na filozofię.

Filozofia nowoczesna, idąc za tezą Beruf Lutra, zgodnie z którą pierwszeń-
stwo ma życie aktywne, często rozumiała człowieka i jego pracę jako coś zupeł-
nie racjonalnego. Wewnątrz tej szkoły protestantyzm wprowadził „etykę pracy”. 
Była to jednak praca rozumiana w sposób wybitnie ekonomiczny, jej jakość mie-
rzono wydajnością produkcyjną.

Niniejszy artykuł proponuje ujęcie pracy jako rzemiosła, czyli jako części ludz-
kich praktyk, które zakładają osiągnięcie rozmaitych wewnętrznych dóbr. Każda 
praca, fizyczna i intelektualna, ma znaczenie społeczne: pojawia się wewnątrz kon-
kretnej wspólnoty. Praca więc nie może być zdefiniowana tylko jako produkt.

Różne praktyki uniwersyteckie – uczenie się, nauczanie, prowadzenie badań 
– można również zdefiniować przez odniesienie się do tych dóbr. W ten sposób 
stają się czymś nierozłącznym z doskonałością ludzką, ponieważ są podstawą 
rozwoju różnych cnót.

Słowa kluczowe

Filozofia grecka, filozofia nowoczesna, rozum praktyczny, uniwersytet, cnota, 
praca.


