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The Bologna process and other higher education reforms triggered by governments 
provoked outspoken resistance from academics and students in many European countries. 
The protest seems to be particularly strong in some German speaking countries. This paper 
deals with the distinctive features of the academic culture of these countries - in particular 
Austria - and will argue that opposition against Bologna is mainly driven by an insistence on 
Humboldtian traditions. 

Bologna and other reforms are interpreted as a limitation of academic autonomy as it 
is seen from the perspective of the Humboldtian tradition. This tradition emphasizes an 
individualistic notion of autonomy. Autonomy refers to the individual academic or student, 
not to the institution. In contrast, according to the Humboldtian tradition universities as 
institutions do not need corporate autonomy because the enlightened government has a 
cultural mission (Kulturstaat) and is supposed to be a benevolent patron to universities. 
Higher education has no instrumental or practical purpose, it is and end in itself and serves 
the cultivation of the mind. 

This elite concept of higher education was undermined by massification. From the 
1960s on, expansion of higher education was accompanied by various attempts by 
governments to make universities more relevant to the economy. However, for many years 
these governmental policies could be easily ignored by many academics due to laissez-faire 
attitudes to higher education in the Humboldtian tradition. Due to the interpretation of 
academic freedom that was cultivated by these laissez-faire characteristics no clear 
definition of responsibilities for students and academics did exist. 

A governance reform starting in the 1990s severely changed the rules. This reform 
was a departure from the Kulturstaat tradition; it established new actors – managers – who 
are interested in abolishing the laissez-faire culture justified by the Humboldtian tradition. 
This move towards a managerial university provoked serious protest from conservative and 
left wing camps alike. It was regarded as a violation of traditional academic values (i.e., the 
rector as first among equals). 

Controversies about the Bologna process follow the same pattern: the reform is 
supported by the government and by academic managers; it is opposed by an alliance of 
conservative and left wing critics. Main points of controversy are: 

 stricter curricular rules 

 an intensification of the working load for students 

 opposition against modularisation of the curriculum 

 opposition against the goal to improve the employability of graduates. 
However, the impression of an overwhelming opposition against Bologna might be 

misleading. It is more likely that the protest is the voice of an outspoken minority, whereas 
most academics and students have no strong views about this issue, some might not even 
pay attention. Nobody can deny, however, the high level of frustration and dissatisfaction 
within the Austrian higher education system, caused by underfunding, high student/teacher 
ratios, and poor conditions for research. In recent years, Bologna served as a scapegoat by 
being blamed for issues that have nothing to do with the creation of an European higher 
education area. 
 


