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Starting Point

e Criticism on restructuring of HE (governance,
study architecture) widely spread in Europe

* Peculiar situation in German speaking
countries: “fundamentalist” opposition with
reference to Humboldtian legacy

 Example: Bologna and employability









Humboldt Myth

* Since early 1900s several waves of Humboldt
myth — response to structural change of HE

* Ringer: Decline of the German Mandarins. The
German academic community, 1890 — 1933
— Summary

— Follow-up

— Does it help to understand the present

fundamentalist opposition to governance reforms
and Bologna?



The Ringer Thesis

* German ,exceptionalism®: The social standing
of the educated middle classes

— historic window of opportunity
— sociological concepts (class vs estate)
* Rise and decline of Mandarins

— socially progressive concept (early/mid 1800s)
— reactionary ideology (from late 1800s)



ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK



Historic Window of Opportunity

* Intermediate stage of economic development:
landed aristocracy in defense, the commercial
middle classes not yet strong

* |deology of Cultivation (Bildung)
— Pure, impractical learning for its own sake;

— Anti-utilitarianism: claim of a leisure elite,
responsible to govern society (functional ruling
class)



Sociological Concepts (Class vs Status)

 Max Weber: distinction class vs status (social
estate)
— Class: objective positions in system of production

— Status: attributed social honor associated with
certain styles of life

* Non-utilitarian cultivation emphasizes the
status dimension



Max Weber

“Differences of education are one of the
strongest social barriers, especially in
Germany, where almost all privileged
positions inside and outside the civil service
are tied to qualifications involving not only
specialized knowledge but also ‘general
cultivation’ and where the whole school and
university system has been put into the
service of this ideal of general cultivation.”



Friedrich Paulsen

“The academically educated constitute a kind
of intellectual and spiritual aristocracy (....)
Together, the make up a homogeneous
segment of society; they simply recognize each
other as social equals on the basis of their
academic cultivation (...) Conversely, anyone in
Germany who has no academic education lacks
something which wealth and high birth cannot
fully replace.”



RISE AND DECLINE OF MANDARINS



Rise: Hegemony of Mandarins

* Neo-humanist emphasis on cultivation:
meritocratic challenge to privilege of birth

* Represent political interest of the rising
bourgeois society (e.g. Revolution of 1848)

* German research university becomes global
role model

— But: disciplinary specialization violates neo-
humanist principles (“unity of research®)



Decline: “Age of Masses”

Rapid economic development, commercial +
working classes strengthened, cultivated class
squeezed, hegemony threatened

Rise of modern/technical HE

“Cultural crisis“: soulless modernity, over-
specialization, utilitarian research

Regressive anti-modernism & anti-capitalism;
German culture vs Western civilization



“Invention” of Humboldt

* No reference to Humboldt during the 19th
century

* Discovery of Humboldt‘s manuscript triggers
1st wave of Humboldt myth

 Return to Humboldt: “rebirth” of nation,
solution of cultural crisis



Decline: Weimar Republic

 Downward mobility; hyper inflation, salaries
higher officials/workers: pre-war 7:1, after war
2:1; fiscal austerity threatens universities

* Delegitimize the democratic government,
increasing right-wing orientation

 The difference between the intellectual elite
of Germany and the extremist right-wing
intellectuals was largely a matter of style and
tone” (Habermas)



AFTER 1945



1945: Restoration of Old Regime

 Mandarins repel US demands to democratize
education (re-education)

e Victims of Nazi regime?

* 2nd Humboldtian myth (“healthy in its core”)
facilitated return to the old regime of neo-
humanist Mandarin hegemony



1968: Mass Culture Takes Off

* Cultural revolution: Mass culture and mass
higher education becomes accepted

e Habermas (1971): Mandarins disappeared ??

— Resistance against structural reforms at school and
HE level

* Neo-humanist facade provides excuses for
ignoring the realities of mass HE



NPM & BOLOGNA



Humboldtian Legacy - Cultural State

* Assumption: mutual benefit
— Gov‘t benevolent patron (no strings attached)
— Cultivated elite gives legitimacy to gov‘t
— requires high level of mutual trust

 Humboldt originally favored institutional
autonomy (endowment); rejected by Minister
— academic + financial too dangerous for gov't

— “However exalted the heads may be, the stomachs
we always maintain their rights against them .... He
who rules the latter will always be able to deal with
the former.”



Cultural State vs NPM

Since 1960s gov‘t stressed economic relevance
of HE

Gov‘t no longer benevolent sponsor — erosion
of trust

Cultural state not sustainable in mass HE

NPM: contractual relationship — regarded as a
violation of Humboldtian legacy



Humboldtian Legacy - Laissez-Faire

e Laissez-faire culture

— no coherent syllabus, mainly boutique courses, no
focus on workload

— no enrollment and completion monitoring
— never applied to professional/technical studies

* Advantage for elite HE??

* Disadvantage for mass HE



Bolognha vs Laissez-Faire

 Academic managers are interested to change
laissez-faire culture

* Bologna: undergraduate culture (no longer
little researchers)

* Critics: Cultivation sacrificed to economic
demands (employability) — violation of
Humboldtian legacy



Future Prospects?

* Bologna has reached a point of no return;
teething troubles will be tackeld

* Unlikely that the neo-humanist facade will
survive

 More conflicts to be expected, but protest is
voice of an outspoken minority, most
academics and students have no strong views



