Humboldtian model of higher education
This article is about Wilhelm von Humboldt’s university
concept. For the romantic ideal of science related to
Alexander von Humboldt, see Humboldtian science.
The Humboldtian model of higher education (Ger-

world citizens by developing their own reasoning powers
in an environment of academic freedom. Humboldt envisaged an ideal of Bildung, education in a broad sense,
which aimed not merely to provide professional skills
through schooling along a ﬁxed path but rather to allow
students to build individual character by choosing their
own way.[2]
Humboldt had studied the Greek classics since his youth.
He is a prominent example of Eliza Marian Butler's thesis
about the important role of Ancient Greek literature and
art in 19th-century German thinking.[3] Humboldt believed that study of the Hellenic past would help the German national consciousness, reconciling it with modernity but distinguishing it from French culture, which he
saw as rooted in the Roman tradition. The vehicle for this
task was to be the university.[3]

The Humboldt University of Berlin

The cultural-historical background of the Humboldtian
model answered the demands of the Bildungsbürgertum
for enhanced general knowledge (Allgemeinbildung). The
Bildungsbürgertum led the Prussian reforms of the early
19th century and managed to generate a knowledge society ante litteram.[4][5][6][7][8]

man: Humboldtisches Bildungsideal, literally: Humboldtian education ideal) is a concept of academic education that emerged in the early 19th century and whose
core idea is a holistic combination of research and studies. Sometimes called simply the Humboldtian Model, it
integrates the arts and sciences with research to achieve
both comprehensive general learning and cultural knowledge, and it is still followed today.

Humboldt believed that teaching should be guided by current research, and that research should be unbiased and
independent from ideological, economic, political or religious inﬂuences. The Humboldtian model strives for
unconditional academic freedom in the intellectual investigation of the world, both for teachers and for students. Study should be guided by humanistic ideals and
free thought, and knowledge should be formed on the basis of logic, reason, and empiricism rather than authority,
tradition, or dogma.[9][10][11] In line with the basic concept of Wissenschaft, Humboldt regarded philosophy
as the link between the diﬀerent academic disciplines,
which include both humanities and natural sciences.[12]

The concept of holistic academic education (compare Bildung) was an idea of Wilhelm von Humboldt,
a Prussian philosopher, government functionary and
diplomat. As a privy councillor in the Interior Ministry,
he reformed the Prussian school and university system according to humanist principles. He founded the University of Berlin (now the Humboldt University of Berlin)
and appointed distinguished scholars to teach and research there.[1] Several scholars have called him the most
inﬂuential education oﬃcial in German history. Humboldt sought to create an educational system based on unbiased knowledge and analysis, combining research and
teaching and allowing students to choose their own course
of study. The University of Berlin was later named after
him and his brother, naturalist Alexander von Humboldt.
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Humboldt encouraged the University of Berlin to operate according to scientiﬁc, as opposed to market-driven,
principles such as curiosity, freedom of research, and internal objectives. Nevertheless, Humboldt was a political conservative (in Prussian terms) and saw the state
as the major player in educational matters. In 1920
George Peabody Gooch said that Humboldt’s idea of
the state could only be realized in a “community of
Humboldts”.[13]

Background

Humboldt’s model was based on two ideas of the
Enlightenment: the individual and the world citizen.
Humboldt believed that the university (and education
in general, as in the Prussian education system) should
enable students to become autonomous individuals and
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3 IMPACT
many and abroad. The Humboldtian university concept
profoundly inﬂuenced higher education throughout central, eastern, and northern Europe.[19] It was in competition with the post-Revolutionary French concept of the
grandes écoles. The French system lacked the freedom
of German universities and instead imposed severe discipline and control over curriculum, awarding of degrees,
conformity of views, and personal habits, instituting, for
example, a ban on beards in 1852.[20] Universities built
on the Humboldtian model have provided students with
the ability to address recalcitrant problems, leading to
major scientiﬁc breakthroughs with important economic
eﬀects.[21][22]

Statue of Wilhelm von Humboldt outside the Humboldt University
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University concept

The University of Berlin, founded in 1810 under the
inﬂuence of Wilhelm von Humboldt and renamed the
Humboldt University of Berlin after World War II,
is traditionally seen as the model institution of the
19th century.[9][14][15][16] [17] In fact, the German system emerged from innovations both before and after
1810. Among other scholars, Friedrich Schleiermacher,
Friedrich Carl von Savigny, Johann Gottlieb Fichte and
Barthold Georg Niebuhr were appointed by Humboldt.[1]
Niemals wieder hatte ein deutscher Unterrichtsminister
eine stolzere Berufungsliste vorzuweisen (Never again did
any German Minister of Education have such a proud list
of appointments to show).[1][18]

University of Berlin, now the Humboldt University of Berlin, c.
1850

American universities were early to adopt several of the
German educational and scientiﬁc principles, and during
the 20th century these principles have been recognized as
valuable in most of the world.[23] [24][25]

3.1 20th and 21st centuries

The university’s features included a unity in teaching and
research, the pursuit of higher learning in the philosophy faculty, freedom of study for students (Lernfreiheit,
contrasted with the prescriptive curricula of the French
system) and corporate autonomy for universities despite
their being funded by the state. In addition to Humboldt,
the group of reformers in Prussia included philosophers
such as Fichte and Schleiermacher, and Berlin University
was a focus of national cultural revival.[19] Humboldt was
aware of other German philosophers educational concepts, such as Kant, Hegel and Fichte. Schleiermacher
Jürgen Habermas, who has promoted Humboldt’s educational
was an important inﬂuence on the Berlin university.[12]
ideals

Already in the 1960s, the Humboldtian model of the
university attracted renewed interest and was discussed
internationally. The German sociologist and philosoThese principles, in particular the idea of the research- pher Jürgen Habermas actively promoted Humboldt’s
based university, rapidly made an impact both in Ger- ideas.[4][26][27]
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In the 1970s, breakthrough discoveries in biotechnology
and patent legislation favouring market-oriented research
such as the Bayh–Dole Act in the US allowed for the creation of research partnerships between universities and
industry with the objective of rapidly bringing innovations to market. (The earliest such partnerships in the US,
such as Stanford Research Park, date back to the post-war
period.) A similar development has taken place in all industrial countries, based on proposals of the Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development.[28] This
innovation of the “market university” as an economic engine, which ﬁrst emerged in the US, diverges from Humboldt’s principles. In a 2012 study, Ståhle and Hautamäki
doubted the long-term sustainability of what they termed
a “contradictory science policy”, and argued for a return to a neo-Humboldtian approach to the university that
would aim less for “innovation than for civilization” and
reinstate the basic Humboldtian principles of academic
freedom and autonomy for educational institutions, the
pursuit of knowledge as a basis for both civilization and
education (German Bildung), and unity in teaching and
research.[21]
The implications of the Humboldtian approach and of the
conﬂict between market-driven and idealistic approaches
to higher education have led to ironic results in the late
20th and early 21st centuries. Though elite private universities in the US do charge high tuition fees, both universities and their students also beneﬁt from charitable
donations as well as from government support. This combination of resources results in lavish funding that far
exceeds the budgets of German universities, which are
state-funded and mostly tuition-free.
3.1.1

Current debate

Humboldt is still being discussed in Germany. Current
problems and policy decisions regarding German education are addressed by a joint initiative called Konzertierte
Aktion Internationales Marketing für den Bildungs- und
Forschungsstandort Deutschland (KAIM). KAIM coordinates eﬀorts of the partners, which include the state and
federal government, universities, trade unions and industry associations. (The name of the group, KAIM, refers to
earlier cooperative eﬀorts, for example the Konzertierte
Aktion at the end of the 1960s.) It tries to improve the
international position of German education and research
capacities, including marketing. Estimating that American universities receive US$10 billion annually from tuition fees and other ﬁnancial contributions, which KAIM
sees as an important source of revenue for the US, they
have warned Germany to prepare for American attempts
to market the American university model via the World
Trade Organization in order to corner the international
educational and research market.[29][30] The Humboldt
concept and its image are used by diﬀerent and sometimes opposing parties in the German debate.[31][32]
In Germany, the German Universities Excellence Initia-

tive was begun in 2005–06 to counter the perceived lack
of cutting-edge achievement in both research and education in the state-funded universities. This initiative is primarily driven and funded at the federal level. The American tradition of large private grants and foundations for
science has been mirrored in the 21st century, for example at Freiberg University of Mining and Technology.
The Freiberg University, one of the oldest mining schools
in the world, narrowly escaped closure after German reuniﬁcation. In 2007 it received a private grant in the
triple-digit millions of euros from the Dr.-Erich-KrügerStiftung (Dr. Erich Krüger Foundation), the largest grant
ever made to a state-owned university in Germany.[33] Peter Krüger, the Munich-based real estate and food retail
entrepreneur who endowed the foundation, was born in
Freiberg and started an apprenticeship there in 1946, but
was driven away by the East German communists because
of his bourgeois background. He was made an honorary
senator of the University of Mining and Technology in
2007.[34]
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