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Policy-makers and managers of higher education sometimes have
more than one blind spot when looking across borders (or oceans), as
the current debate on university reform in Germany demonstrates.
The international comparative perspective is distorted by projections
no less than by aversions, while extravagant praise for foreign mod-
els as ready-made solutions to domestic crises is often dictated by
short-term political interests. A few wary voices tend to warn quiet-
ly that one cannot simply lift sections out of an academic infrastruc-
ture and import them into a completely different context.

In his carefully researched and well written book on the reception
of ‘Humboldt’s model’ in nineteenth-century France and Britain,
Marc Schalenberg shows that these phenomena are practically as old
as the modern university itself. The thesis of his study can quickly be
summed up. Neither in Paris, which Schalenberg concentrates on for
the case of France, nor in Oxford, which is taken as representative of
Britain, he argues, was there a real reception of Humboldtian ideas.
This flies in the face of current ‘fundamentally diffusionist interpre-
tations’, which postulate the increasing ‘dissemination’ and ‘influ-
ence’ of Humboldt throughout nineteenth-century Europe. 

There were very different reasons why the idea of a university
that united teaching and research was greeted with scepticism, or
was even rejected, in Britain and France. First, university structures
in Paris and Oxford differed fundamentally from those in Germany.
In France the faculties were not linked in a larger structure, while in
Oxford there were no faculties at all until 1882, and the colleges, if in
doubt, saw themselves as engaged in character-building through reli-
gious education. However much France and Britain differed in their
étatist or non-étatist view of universities, each was dominated by an
academic spirit that was as different as it could be from that in
Germany. In the case of Britain, Schalenberg describes it as ‘fashion-
able, independent, unspecialized’.

The decisive factor in the non-reception of Humboldt’s model,
however, was traditional academic self-perceptions. France was domi-
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nated by the notion of the ‘primacy of training’ and the separation of
teaching and research on principle. A practical orientation and a
state-regulated examination system were diametrically opposed to
the reception of the ‘German model’, and even Germanophile
reformers such as Madame de Staël and Ernest Renan could not do
much about such deeply ingrained priorities.

Oxford, on the other hand, saw itself, as Schalenberg notes, not
only as a university, but as a ‘way of life’. As many nineteenth-cen-
tury critics remarked, Oxford university served mainly as an institu-
tion for the education of Christian gentlemen who, it was hoped,
would set out to rule the world armed with some knowledge at least
of the canon, and, above all, the correct faith. Research must have
seemed downright ungentlemanly. Schalenberg quotes the physicist
Clifton who complained that ‘the wish to do research betrays a certain
restlessness of mind’. In other words, the drive to do research could
only confuse young minds and distract them from the real ideals of
acquiring ‘general knowledge’, and, in particular, ‘good sense’.

Cardinal Newman and the Oxford Movement especially empha-
sized the ‘imperative to teach’. They defended a theologically satu-
rated liberal education against liberal British reformers, and took no
notice whatsoever of the Humboldtian model. Thus university and
professors formed a front against colleges and tutors; to put it crude-
ly, Humanism could thus, curiously, be set against Humboldt.
Educationalist opposed researcher; Humboldt’s neo-Humanism and
the notion of the unity of research and teaching were ignored.

The religious fixation and the exclusiveness of the ‘two great pub-
lic nuisances’ Oxford and Cambridge, in Jeremy Bentham’s words,
however, also prompted the foundation of new institutions like Uni-
versity College London and  Manchester, which, according to
Schalenberg, must count as the most ‘continental’ university in nine-
teenth-century Britain. In general, however, even the reform-minded
were interested less in a philosophical ‘idea of the German universi-
ty’ than in practical applications. Thus it hardly comes as a surprise
that Schalenberg identifies the Royal College of Chemistry as ‘per-
haps the most successful example of German–British transfer in high-
er education during the relevant period’. At the end of the day it was
Liebig, not Humboldt, who served as a ‘model’.

One thing repeatedly becomes clear. In the skirmish of debate,
accuracy in the depiction of conditions in Germany and of Humboldt’s
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ideals was always the first victim. Germanophiles as well as Ger-
manophobes used their images of Germany tactically, and sometimes
strategically, to achieve their academic aims (and, not least, to pursue
their own interests). According to Schalenberg, what was at stake
was actual practice in French and British universities, not theoretical
support for university reforms. The rules of a ‘discursive grammar of
institutional reform’, it almost seems, hardly permitted a real under-
standing of Humboldt’s ideas. The putative characteristics of the
‘German model’, such as, for example, the freedom to teach and to
learn, a ‘Faustian striving for knowledge’, and ‘ the usual German
virtue—Gründlichkeit’, were taken out of context and used selectively
as rhetorical weapons in the battle over influence and resources.

In the contexts investigated by Schalenberg, then, the ‘German
model’ was generally either ignored or misunderstood. Humboldt
himself, it seems, never travelled, to answer the question posed in
Schalenberg’s book title. Internationally he was known, if at all, as a
philologist, not as a university reformer. And especially in Oxford,
one preferred to see German professors, considered to be monsters
and associated mainly with subjection to authority and a mania for
novelty, stay at home.

However important and interesting non-reception may be as a
research topic, one wonders whether it might not have been more
rewarding to look more closely at contexts of reception that are, at
first glance, rather marginal, such as Scotland and Ireland. Although
Schalenberg undertakes brief excursions to these regions, it never
becomes quite clear why exactly transfer was more successful there.
Perhaps, from the perspective of Dublin or Edinburgh, parts of the
‘diffusion theory’ might be salvaged.

Whoever says ‘transfer’ often ends up talking teleology.  Schale-
berg, to his credit, is fully aware of the temptation of ‘ideal-typical tele-
ologies’.  But he still cannot always resist it. Now and then it sounds as
though the German ‘research imperative’ should in turn have been sub-
ject to an international ‘reception imperative’ in the nineteenth centu-
ry. In general, however, Schalenberg’s sensitivity to different national
contexts is impressive. In addition to detailed and extensively docu-
mented studies of Paris and Oxford, Schalenberg looks at the French
provinces and London, goes through almost a century of journals,
and arrives at fundamental insights into the various structures of the
media and the public sphere in the countries under investigation.
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Above all, however, Schalenberg introduces the reader to a whole
cabinet of rather curious figures: reformers, most of whom failed,
some tragically; enthusiasts for all things German; eccentric trans-
gressors; and traditionalist heroes stubbornly resisting any ‘transfer’
or ‘reception imperatives’. With an appealing interest in historical
detail and even some humour, Schalenberg presents pioneers and
prophets of transnational openness from Victor Cousins to Friedrich
Max Müller and Mark Pattison. It is hard to believe that some of these
Germanophiles were coldly calculating strategists of discourse in
pursuit of their own interests, as one of Schalenberg’s overall argu-
ments suggests.

Perhaps the dictum ‘less is more’ could be applied to the method-
ology of this study, which vacillates between theoretical abstraction
and a pragmatic, even common sense, usage of concepts. One conse-
quence of this is that perfectly straightforward insights sometimes
come out sounding slightly pompous. For Schalenberg, ‘discourse’ is
ultimately just a use of language directed by particular interests.
Thus one of the conclusions of the book is fixed from the start: ideas
were always more or less directly determined by specific interests.
Curiously, the result is that Schalenberg’s book is a sometimes
uneasy mixture of partly digested French sociology, with its propen-
sity for determinism, and English pragmatism, all presented in a
highly systematic framework which, if anything, is rather Germanic
in nature. Perhaps a little less eclecticism would have amounted to
more here. In fact, reference to the Cambridge School would have
sufficed as the methodological underpinning for this sort of intellec-
tual history.  Ultimately it is not so much about  ‘discourse’ as about
‘ideas in context’.

Minor criticisms aside, Schalenberg’s book is an important contri-
bution to the transnational history of higher education.  It provides a
wealth of interesting insights into the conditions governing cultural
transfer (or its lack). Wahlfremdheit (Schalenberg) and Transferresistenz
(resistance to transfer—a useful, if ugly term) prove to be extremely
complex phenomena. Schalenberg deserves credit for having careful-
ly historicized and explained the latter in particular. Some might
even be tempted to draw from it lessons for the present.

JAN-WERNER MÜLLER is Research Fellow in Modern European
Thought at St Antony’s College, Oxford. He is the author of A
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