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In the wake of the Third Reich’s collapse, those responsible for reconstructing the German university 

system confronted challenges facing all actors in the occupied zones concerned to configure the 

structures of German life. How best to establish and secure democracy? The answers to this and 

related questions were necessarily varied and complex, for both the Germans and the Allies. 

Konstantin von Freytag-Loringhoven’s masterful work on German universities in the American 

occupation zone sheds light on one specific project of postwar reform, the Kollegienhaus (college 

house). Most influential in the early 1950s, the idea of a student residence as vehicle of a holistic 

education fell into disfavor by the 1960s. Its rise and fall provide a valuable window into postwar 

German culture and the dynamics of American influence.

In a scrupulously researched study rich with detail, von Freytag-Loringhoven traces the German 

history of the idea of a residential educational community back to the nineteenth century. By no means 

a purely postwar American import, the college house model would receive its greatest attention in the 

post-World War II years, when the role of the universities in the Nazi regime suggested to many that 

German higher education demanded innovative practices. In an effort to cultivate democratic citizens, 

reformers advanced the notion of expanding the university’s charge beyond research and teaching to 

include an explicit commitment to Erziehung, education in the broadest sense. With heightened 

attention to the socialization of young Germans outside the classroom, structures of communal living 

offered an appealing contrast to the older model of German education that stressed exclusively 

»Bildung durch Wissenschaft« (education through scholarship). In particular, dormitories with 

academic supervision were imagined to promote student self-education in a new culture of extra-

curricular interaction that stressed individual development.

Modeling transnational history through his careful attention to the balance between German and 

American interventions, von Freytag-Loringhoven casts the role of the occupiers within the larger 

framework of »transatlantic cultural transfer«. American initiatives, American money, the American 

institution of the residential college, and American pedagogical traditions, especially that of John 

Dewey, played critical roles in the German consideration of college houses. The main operators in the 

postwar era were nevertheless consistently German – university officials, civil servants, journalists, 

politicians, and of course students themselves. Ultimately shaped less by American influences than by 

their own experiences, ideologies, and politics, German reformers held center stage in the debates 

concerning university reform, challenging simple generalizations about the westernization or 
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Americanization of West German society.

Adroitly framing the question of American influence over higher education within the broader 

historiography of the »modernization« debates concerning 1950s West Germany, von Freytag-

Loringhoven’s focus on the American zone facilitates both contrasts with the other zones and a 

comparative framework within the American zone itself through four case studies – a large traditional 

university, Heidelberg; a smaller traditional university, Marburg; a large urban university, Frankfurt; and 

an especially influential university, the Free University of Berlin. Across the western occupied zones, 

reformers were shaped by their experiences with interwar political instability and violence, youth 

movements, pedagogical reforms, and ideologies of Gemeinschaft and cultural pessimism to argue for 

a university-led education to democracy in the spirit of Christian humanism. Consistent with larger 

patterns of postwar German discourse, professors identified the Abendland in the immediate postwar 

years as the cradle of anti-Nazi values and called for renewed commitment to a traditional humanistic 

high school and university education. Instilling democracy in the next generation of Germans led to a 

variety of initiatives, including the introduction of a theological faculty in Frankfurt and a faculty 

governing board in Marburg. Of a piece with these reforms, the college house – promoted at 

American-financed conferences – was designed to counteract the Vermassung (depersonalization) 

associated with the Nazi assault on the Abendland and make real, through pedagogical programs, the 

extension of the university’s reach beyond the classroom. Residential communities were also to 

compete with traditional German fraternities (Korporationen or Verbindungen), the nationalism of 

which many observers regarded with suspicion. By 1956, some nineteen college houses had been 

established across West Germany, ranging from the Carl-Schurz-College Bonn to the Kolleg der 

Universität Mainz and the Collegium Academicum der Universität Heidelberg. 

Regional and institutional traditions mattered. Larger universities in Frankfurt and Berlin exhibited 

greater openness, for example, to individual student freedom and initiative; Frankfurt reformers in 

particular resisted interventions in the private lives of students. In this, they were harbingers of a larger 

shift evident in German university reform that worked ultimately to undermine the project of the college 

house. The rise of the so-called skeptical generation of students in the 1960s – more western, 

democratic, and modern than the generation before it – transformed university culture. Animated by a 

renewed commitment to academic freedom, professors and students returned increasingly to the 

nineteenth-century ideal of Bildung durch Wissenschaft as a means to facilitate intellectual and cultural 

liberalism. As leading intellectuals such as Jürgen Habermas and Helmut Schelsky criticized the 

college house model as antithetical to scholarly thought, supporters found themselves on the 

defensive. At the same time the closing of the Collegium Academicum in Heidelberg in the mid-1970s 

signaled the decline of the moralizing impulses of the immediate postwar years and the rise of 

liberalism, it also reflected the success of the re-founded fraternities, with whom the college houses in 

Marburg and Heidelberg and, to a lesser degree, in Frankfurt competed directly.

The demise of the college house movement had clear implications for the question of postwar 

American cultural transfer.  Without a comprehensive plan or strategy for German higher education, 
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American officials engaged less directly with the universities than did the British and the French, 

relying primarily on individual occupation authorities with limited financial means.  American 

governmental and private influence, particularly in the form of Rockefeller and Ford funding, was most 

evident in Frankfurt, through faculty exchanges with the University of Chicago, and in Berlin, where the 

extraordinary circumstances of the founding of the Free University facilitated American involvement.  

Nonetheless, German utopian visions of pedagogical reform, whether inspired by youth movements or 

Christian humanism, resisted easy incorporation of American pragmatism.  In the end, von Freytag-

Loringhoven argues that the failure of the college house movement lay primarily in the cultural shifts of 

the 1960s marked by Germans’ embrace of liberal freedom; ironically, the American institution of the 

residential college failed to take root due to a larger process of westernization induced in part by the 

Americans.

Necessarily complex, the liberalization of West Germany beginning in the late 1950s was driven and 

shaped by numerous intersecting forces for change. In addition to the factors von Freytag-Loringhoven 

cites, one could argue that West German consumerism and dechristianization undermined some of 

the decidedly Christian, even specifically Catholic, ideological impulses (such as the Abendland) of the 

early college house movement.  How confessional culture colored differences among the four 

university case studies remains an undeveloped frame of analysis for the author, as does gender.  In 

what ways, for example, did the rising number of female university students affect support for the 

college house movement? These considerations aside, von Freytag-Loringhoven provides a 

comprehensive and persuasive account of the college house movement, one that succeeds in 

integrating a discrete narrative into the broader trends of West German intellectual and cultural life.  In 

so doing, he provides ample evidence for his own call to protect university students’ freedom for 

personal development rather than rely on residential communities for democratic education.  Indeed, 

the notion that supervised shared living promotes good citizenship may seem ill supported by the 

realities of American residential colleges today, where educators do constant battle with alcohol and 

drug abuse and sexual assault. »Lasst die jungen Menschen doch einfach mal machen!«, von 

Freytag-Loringhoven declares. His history makes an excellent case for just that.
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