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The German idea of Bildung and the anti-Western ideology

When, in 2001, the first results of the PISA survey were published, Germany was shocked. Nobody had thought before that Germany would not be in the top 10 percent of educational outcomes, for – as everybody was convinced – Germany has always been the land of education and of Bildung. The public debates raised the question of causes and culprits, and politicians saw themselves under pressure to find solutions. In 2002, the University of Heidelberg organized a series of public lectures dedicated to the question: “Are we still a people of poets and thinkers?” The subtitle informed the members of the university that in the winter semester of 2002/2003 the Studium generale of the university would focus on educational questions (Bildungsfragen). Ten different scholars were invited to participate, one even from abroad, as the announcement proudly emphasized; among the scholars were philosophers, historians, politicians, writers – and no one from the educational sciences. Education and Bildung were affairs of national identity and should not be left to educators: “Although the bad ranking of the PISA survey concerns the realm of education and schooling,” the introduction to this lecture series goes on, “the self-doubts go far beyond that. A whole nation wonders: are we still the people of poets and thinkers?” (Unispiegel der Universität Heidelberg, 2002, p. 1).

However, in accordance with many other reactions by German intellectuals, the Heidelberger lecture series did not identify particular problems of the curriculum or the school system as the cause of the poor PISA results, but rather PISA’s conceptually misleading emphasis on skills and competencies. Wolff-Metternich (2004, p. 68), a philosopher, reminded the public what Bildung is – or better, what Bildung is not: “Bildung … is not codifiable and fixable knowledge – neither theoretically nor practically,” she stated, not utilitarian and not pragmatic (p. 69) and therefore principally purposeless (p. 71). Frühwald (2004), a professor of literary studies, made a comparison with the Humboldtian theory of Bildung and identified the basic assumptions of PISA, using a medical metaphor, as the “cancer” of a “value-for-money-ideology” (p. 42) – and wrote this in English. As Hermann (2007), a historian of education, stated some years later, Bildung is not measurable, and it is at the same time a process and its result; it is not knowledge or competency, but an inward transformation of the soul with the result of a Persönlichkeit (p. 172). The Persönlichkeit as the result of Bildung is the self-sufficient mature and harmonious person, whereas PISA and its program intend to incapacitate humans in order to train them to be an obedient “homo oeconomicus” (Krautz, 2007, p. 216). Bildung is the desired goal of one of the two poles in a dualistic worldview that sharply distinguishes an inner world from an outer world. It is – let’s say for the moment ‘cultural’ – the precondition of a dualistic worldview that allowed the idea of Bildung and the idea of the Persönlichkeit to become the polemic notions against not so much the results of PISA but against its very intentions and settings.
As the references to Humboldt and to the German poets and thinkers indicate, the intellectual origins of Bildung and of Persönlichkeit are to be found in the time around 1800. Here it is worthwhile noting that the dictum of the “German poets and thinkers” has been polemical from its beginnings, for it was used by the French grande bourgeoise Madame de Staël in her book De l’Allemagne (de Staël, 1810), in which she compared the allegedly profound, cultural, and intellectually superior Germans to the allegedly only militarily superior French troops under Napoleon (whom she hated for his egalitarianism). This polemic – and somewhat defiant – characteristic remained an inherent characteristic of the German theory of Bildung,
 which can be discovered not only in the debates around PISA after 2000, but also – and maybe foremost – a hundred years ago, before and during the Great War (1914-1918) and the subsequent experiment introducing democracy in Germany at the time of the Weimar Republic (1919-1933). It was the time when education became established institutionally as a distinct academic discipline in the philosophical faculties of the universities.

The definitive institutionalization of the education sciences within the universities around 1920 brought a long process to an end that had begun in 1779, when Ernst Christian Trapp (1745-1818), a Lutheran minister, also referred to as a philanthropist educator, was appointed professor of philosophy and education at the University of Halle; the chair was located in the Faculty of (Lutheran) Theology. Trapp’s educational activity was to direct an affiliated pedagogical institute for elementary school teacher training. However, this experiment did not prove to be very sustainable, for Trapp was to leave the university already in 1783, and was replaced by a classic philologist: it was the dawn of German neo-humanism with its poets and thinkers around 1800. Many of the problems Trapp had been dealing with were solved more than 130 years later, towards the end of the Great War, when education was promoted to an academic discipline within the humanities rather than theology, and focused on the training of prospective Gymnasium (UK: grammar school; USA: academic-track high school) teachers rather than elementary school teachers. In contrast to Trapp’s more practical approach, the new professors focused on Bildung and rejected aspects of utility. The conservative structure and steering mechanisms of the universities provided a sustainable tradition of an intellectual culture, whose exponents today combat PISA with polemic notions rooted in an anti-Western ideology.

This chapter seeks to provide evidence of the first part of this 130 year long process, the institutionalization process of education as an academic discipline, and it will also focus on the last third of this process, the time between 1890 and 1925. First, it will point out the remarkable phenomenon that Germany’s economic, territorial, and military growth did not win esteem among Germany’s intelligentsia due to a fundamental dualistic philosophy (section 1). Then it addresses the cultural and institutional background of this dualistic philosophy, in which the theory of Bildung arose (2). In a third step, we shall reconstruct how education sciences – based on the theory of Bildung – became an academic discipline during the Great War (3), and in a fourth step it is shown how in the context of a self-ascribed world mission Persönlichkeit and Bildung became the dominant battle cries against the West and against the empirical sciences (4). The final section focuses on the measures that the advocates of the theory of Bildung took in order to ensure sustainability and on how successful they have been up to today (5).

1. Economic, territorial, and military growth and the claim of immutable inner nature

In contrast to England and France, Germany industrialized rather late. However, when mechanization of textile processing, railway construction, mass steel production, and the electrotechnical and chemical industries developed rapidly in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, industrialization caused fundamental structural changes in society. Parallel to this economic growth, Germany had grown territorially in the Franco-German War in 1870/71, when the new German Empire (Deutsches Reich) under the leadership of Prussia, respectively under the reign of the House of Hohenzollern, annexed Alsace-Lorraine from the French.

Under the reign of the first Kaiser, Wilhelm I, and his chancellor Otto von Bismarck, the all-encompassing growth took place during a policy of more or less peace, law, and order. After the death of Wilhelm I in 1888, his son Frederick III came into power, but died only 99 days later, passing the throne on to his 29-year-old son, Wilhelm II. In 1890, Kaiser Wilhelm II dismissed Chancellor Bismarck and started a new aggressive nationalist policy. He snubbed reactionary Russia, and, as a result, the Russians formed an alliance with the (Third) Republic of France, and he challenged the British naval power by aggressively expanding the German fleet. When France started to annex the last independent territory in Northern Africa, Morocco, the Germans protested vehemently, with the effect that Great Britain formed the Entente Cordiale with France. Towards the end of the first decade of the twentieth century, with the exception of the sympathizing dual monarchy in Austria-Hungary, Germany was politically more or less isolated, but had become Europe’s leading economic and military nation. Germany was the only European country that had more industrial than agricultural workers, but in its domestic policy it was behind schedule: it was widely undemocratic, militaristic, and dominated by an impoverished landed gentry.

Behind the impressive expansion and growth was not least the education system that had been established after 1871 with the aid of France’s reparation payments. Elementary school teachers had become important agents in the process of nation building, and were accordingly nationalistically trained; the history of education as a subject played a crucial role in the training program (Tröhler, 2006). Parallel to the classical Gymnasium (UK: grammar school; USA: academic-track high school) with its emphasis on Latin and Greek, two further types were established around 1850: the Realgymnasium without Greek and with less Latin and more mathematics and sciences, and around 1880 the Oberrealschule, without Greek and Latin and with even more mathematics and sciences, along with more modern and foreign languages in the curriculum. Whereas graduates of the classical Gymnasium went on to the highly regarded German universities, many of the other students entered the newly established technical colleges (in Darmstadt in 1877, Munich in 1877, Braunschweig in 1878, Berlin in 1879, Aachen in 1880, Karlsruhe in 1885, Stuttgart in 1890, and Dresden in 1890; see Wehler, 1995, p. 1225). The technical colleges were a great success: Whereas student enrollment was only 2,242 in 1870, there were almost five times as many students enrolled, namely, 10,591, forty years later in 1910 (Wehler, 1995, p. 1211).

However, the expansion of the economy, the military, territory, and the education system did not seem to provide the Germans with self-confidence. Fromkin (1995), a historian at Boston University, wrote that the increasing political isolation of their country in Europe bothered the Germans:

Encirclement was Germany’s nightmare, and Germany had brought it upon itself. Located in the heart of Europe, the country had so effectively terrified its neighbors that they had banded together in self-defense. In turn, what its neighbors had been driven to do had further reinforced Germany’s paranoia. (p. 96)

Fromkin detected a fundamental contradiction that characterized the German situation around 1900:

Culturally, in every way the most and best educated population in Europe – that of Germany – was telling itself that it was being suffocated by a European civilization that was pressing in on it from all sides. It was not evident then nor is it now why the Germans felt that way, but it is clear that they did. (p. 96)

One way to understand this contradiction is to realize that in the frame of the cultural values of a dualistic world view, scientific and technological progress is acceptable but is not important in the end. This ideology becomes evident with Rudolf Eucken, New Idealist philosopher of life (Lebensphilosophie) and winner of the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1908. Eucken acknowledged that Germany – like France, England, or America – had experienced tremendous economic growth in the nineteenth century. The crucial difference according to Eucken (1914), however, was that this development did not corrupt the Germans’ true character:

Have we then fallen away from our own selves when we turned to the visible world, when we developed our forces on land and water, when we took the lead in industry and technology? Have we thus denied our true, inner nature?… No and once again no! (p. 8)

That true eternal nature, which according to Eucken differentiated the Germans from the rest of all the other nations,
 is an inner spiritual life, which was originally religious and through the course of history came to characterize the whole of German life and thought. German philosophy, Eucken wrote, was essentially different from all other philosophies; it was not merely self-orientation in the given world, but rather a bold attempt to understand the world from inside ourselves; it created great masses of thought, monumental systems, and with these systems it attempted to penetrate the visible world, and even to turn it into an invisible one (pp. 12f.).

It is this emphasis on the inward world that included a certain indifference towards the economic and military growth and power. The dominant classes in Germany had little doubt that they were a leading nation, but its leadership should not be derived from machines, weapons, or wealth but from (German) art, culture, and Bildung. Eucken believed that this spiritual inner life became tangible in German art and particularly in music, rather than in technology (p. 13). In accord with Eucken, another Nobel Prize winner in literature, Thomas Mann, saw art, dualistically, as the opposite of the outer world of politics (Mann, 1993, pp. 301f.) and Germanness, or the Germanic character, as equivalent to art (pp. 106, 129f.). Music and the German character became welded together with the music of Martin Luther; music became a form of morals (p. 311). For Mann, art was the expression of Bildung, which according to him was a term coined by one of the heroes of the German poets and thinkers that Madame de Staël had been writing about in 1810, namely, by Goethe. Bildung, Mann said, was particular only to the Germans (pp. 497 f.) and referred to the cultivation, the forming of the inner spiritual life of man (p. 249). In contrast to this ideal, Mann viewed democracy as identical with materialism or capitalism (p. 233, 346), and he attacked all three, noting that politics in general was “un-German” or even “hostile to Germany” (pp. 21, 29, 256, 268). Democracy, according to Mann, stood in contradiction to Christianity and was a traitor to the Cross (p. 419).

2. The cultural and institutional breeding ground of the theory of Bildung around 1900

In the same way that the growth in industry did not involve political restructuring – for instance, towards more participation and democracy – the massive expansion of the education system and the commitment to Bildung did not entail the idea of equal opportunity for all children. According to Humboldt’s doctrine of general education (Allgemeinbildung), it should be strictly separated from professional training; the elementary school with its utilitarian focus remained a self-contained system that was controlled by the clergy. Elementary school teachers were not trained at universities, but at separate and often denominational teachers’ colleges (Lehrerseminare). The entrance requirements to the teachers’ colleges did not include a diploma from a Gymnasium (academic-track high school). In contrast, prospective university students and public administration civil servants did not attend the elementary school but instead a three-year pre-school (Vorschule), where the “pre” meant pre-Gymnasium. This pre-Gymnasium charged substantial fees and in this way selected the wealthy classes from the middle and the lower classes. Whereas the (more and more impoverished) German aristocrats dominated the military, the high bourgeoisie increasingly dominated the public administration, and both agreed that new money – capitalism – was of low status.

The way in which the German bourgeoisie interpreted and favored general education (Allgemeinbildung) as strictly opposed to vocational training (Berufsbildung) becomes evident in the question of the equalization of the three different types of Gymnasium, which provided access to the universities. Until 1900 only the diploma from the classical Gymnasium with the study of Latin and Greek provided unlimited access to the universities. There were restrictions connected with the diplomas from the Realgymnasium (with Latin, without Greek, and with more sciences) and foremost the Oberrealschule (without Latin and Greek, and with more sciences and more modern/foreign languages). The Association of German Engineers, the Association of German Natural Scientists and Physicians, and the Association of German Chemists exerted pressure to make the different types of Gymnasium equivalent, and at a school conference in 1890 Kaiser Wilhelm II (1891) demanded the abolition of the Realgymnasium and a much greater focus on German history and language:

Whoever has been at Gymnasium himself and has had a look behind the scenes knows what is missing. A national basis is waiting. The foundations of the Gymnasium must be German; we must raise national young Germans and not young Greeks and Romans. (p. 72)

The conservative stakeholders of the classical Gymnasium (with Latin and Greek) reacted promptly by founding the German Gymnasialverein (German Association of the Gymnasium) in order to defend the supremacy of the classical Gymnasium. The Gymnasium teachers were strongly supported in their battle by conservative faculty members at the universities, who were opposed to dealing with students who lacked in-depth competencies in Latin and Greek. They were backed up by cultural preferences of the bourgeoisie, who had completed the classical Gymnasium: in 1900, the year that all three types of Gymnasium became equivalent, 82% of the students had a diploma from the classical Gymnasium, 12.5% from the semi-classical Realgymnasium, and only 5.5% from the Oberrealschule. Fourteen years later the proportions had changed, but the overwhelming supremacy of the classical Gymnasium had prevailed: in 1914, 60% had a diploma from the classical Gymnasium, 24% from the semi-classical Realgymnasium, and only 16% from the Oberrealschule (Becker & Kluchert, 1993, p. 13).

There is no question that the classical Gymnasium was the cadre training unit of an upper class with only few political rights. However, since the area of politics was seen as un-German, the focus was much more on the inward realm of life, Bildung. The curriculum of the Gymnasium reveals the ingredients of this cultural construct:
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Up to 1900, over 80% of the Gymnasium students (representing less than 5% of an age group) and thus the prospective upper class in Germany were taught school subjects as follows: well over 40% of class time was devoted to Greek and Latin, almost 20% of class time to Mathematics and Science, somewhat less than 20% of class time to Modern Languages (foremost German), around 10% of class time to History and Geography, and somewhat less than 10% of class time to Religion.

Unmistakably, during the nineteenth century Latin and Greek had lost some percentage points, and the winner was the German language. The emphasis on German language and on German history (Rohlfes, 2004) towards the end of the century did not weaken the allegedly ideal world of Antiquity, but it helped to solidify the idea that the German culture was the true heir of the Greeks and thus the model of the present. Antiquity, and most of all Greek Antiquity, remained the unmatched model, but the Germans believed that they had one crucial advantage over all other nations in their time: the German language. Back in 1808, when the Germans were occupied by the French troops and Madame de Staël was polemically praising German poets and thinkers against the French, it was the renowned German idealist Johann Gottlieb Fichte (1808/2009) who in his famous Addresses to the German Nation had proclaimed the need for a “complete reform of the current educational system as the only means of preserving the existence of the German nation” (p. 17). This education was to consist of a spiritual-intellectual (geistig) part and an emotional part. In the spiritual-intellectual part, young men should be led to recognize the archetype of a good life, and in the emotional part they should gain strength to implement these archetypes in real life (pp. 21ff.). This archetype was not empirical but metaphysical: “Thus, at its very commencement this education gives rise to a knowledge that truly surpasses all experience, that is super-sensuous, strictly necessary, and general, that embraces in advance all subsequently possible experience” (p. 28). Whereas the old and bad education had to motivate the young to learn by promising “that this knowledge would be useful in the future,” the true education did not seek to be the “servant of one’s sensuous well-being,” for this would produce immoral people (p. 29). This is a classic dualistic world-view, favoring one of the poles of this dualism, and we recognize it still today in the arguments made by the PISA critics.

Fichte had two pieces of good news, namely, that this educational Europe-wide moral renewal was already in practice – here he praised the Swiss educator Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi – and that this renewal could only take place in Germany, for it was only the German language that offered the true path to recognition of the archetypes. In Fichte’s eyes, French, as an offspring of a “dead” language (Latin), was not suitable for recognizing archetypes, and even most of the Teutonic languages had been corrupted over the centuries. For Fichte (1808/2009), the original and unspoiled language of the German “separates him from every other European nation” (p. 47). In addition, this supremacy meant that if a German learns other languages,

He at the same time learns to understand the foreigner’s own languages better … than the foreigner himself who speaks them; therefore the German … can always survey the foreigner and understand him perfectly, even better than he does himself (p. 58)

In contrast – and this argument is going to be repeated again and again in the construction of the theory of Bildung – foreigners hardly have a chance to understand the Germans: “Conversely, the foreigner, without making the great effort of learning the German language, can never understand the true German and will undoubtedly leave what is truly German untranslated” (p. 58f.).

3. Domestic national defense in 1917: the entry of education as a university subject

The idea that Germans were not appreciated (despite their cultural supremacy) persisted over the whole of the nineteenth century and grew dramatically stronger at the outbreak of the Great War in 1914. Representing the German intelligentsia, the sociologist Werner Sombart complained in accordance with Fichte:

We understand all foreign peoples, yet none understand us, and none can understand us … They do not understand us, but they sense our vast spiritual-intellectual (geistig) superiority. … So let us Germans in our times go through the world proudly, with heads held high, in the secure understanding that we are the folk of God. (Sombart, 1915, pp. 132 ff.)

There were some advantages in this non-understanding, the philosopher Max Scheler exulted, for the British, despite having stolen German patents in technology, would not understand Germans – not because of a lack in their German-language skills, but because the principally utilitarian British had no access to the spirit within the German patents (Scheler, 1917, pp. 78f.). The philosopher and educator Eduard Spranger added that “physics and technologies remain dead, if the spirit that created them is not being awakened” (Spranger, 1919, p. 150). The Western nations were even accused of misunderstanding democracy, as the philosopher Paul Natorp said:

Democracy means to the Germans something completely different than to all others. Folk, demos, is to us not plurality, which prevails through the mechanical summation of its social energies …; but we think of it as the totality of the members of the folk-community (Volksgenossen), in whom we have confidence to do the utmost and best. (Natorp, 1918, p. 131; freely translated here)

The perception of being the chosen people was a commonplace notion. Eucken, the Nobel Prize winner mentioned above, labeled the Germans the “soul of humanity,” proclaiming with reference to Fichte the world-historic significance of the Germans (Eucken, 1914, p. 22f.) and explaining the difference between the ideal Greeks and the ideal Germans: the Greek idealist, Eucken wrote, treated the world as given, whereas the Germans saw the world as becoming and took responsibility for its further development:

We want to intervene, improve, promote; we give history a great significance. Whereas the Greek idealism was primarily artistic, the German represents an ethical idealism. The former praised contemplation, but for us it is the deed that counts, the deed of the Persönlichkeit, the world-creating and world-forming deed. (Eucken, 1914, p. 20f)

In this world-missionary context, the question had to come up as to whether or not, and under what conditions, education with its emphasis on Bildung and Persönlichkeit should become an autonomous field of study in the universities. In an interesting closing of ranks, the conservative aristocrat August von Trott zu Solz, who was German minister of education and the arts, Ernst Troeltsch, a German theologian and culture-philosopher, and Eduard Spranger, the young professor of philosophy and education at the University of Leipzig, opened up discussion on the future of education as a subject at universities on the occasion of an education conference that took place in Berlin in May 1917. The idea had already been raised by Eduard Spranger in 1915, when he sent August von Trott zu Solz a memorandum called Education Studies at University (see Tenorth, 2002, p. 204). In the memorandum Spranger expressed his conviction that after the war, the education of German youth would be as important for the German nation as at the moment the general staff in the army. Spranger warned that the fundamental national interest in education could be misdirected, if education did not become an academic field of study at university (Tenorth, 2002, p. 204). However, education at university “should not be too practical,” Spranger emphasized, for at university, education should focus on general connections and elements of education all together (Tenorth, 2002, p. 204f.).

Spranger’s memorandum reflects his cultural and intellectual socialization both at the classical Gymnasium he had attended and of his philosophy, history, and German studies at the University of Berlin in 1900-1905. After completing his PhD on the foundations of history in 1905, Spranger had worked in his Habilitation thesis on the idea of humanitarianism in the work of Wilhelm von Humboldt (Spranger, 1909). Accordingly, education on an academic level should not be practical, but philosophical or cultural philosophical (kulturphilosophisch), and it was to serve the German conservative, anti-socialist educational policy that had prevailed ever since the new Kaiser Wilhelm II had come to power in 1888. This conservative tendency in Spranger’s memorandum fits well into the agenda of the German minister of education and the arts in 1917, when it became apparent that the war was not to be won within a few months, as had been thought in 1914. Educationalized as the national discourse had been after 1890, a reform of the educational system seemed to be a necessity at the moment when it became apparent that German youth in Europe’s battlefields seemed to be too weak to defeat the inferior armies of the enemies.

The universities supported the introduction of education as an autonomous field of study, as long as it was not experimental, empirical, or psychological. Ernst Troeltsch, who represented the universities at the Berlin conference in May 1917, reminded participants in his closing words that education should not be constructed from psychology but from history (of teaching), educational institutions, and cultural philosophy. Troeltsch warned that behind psychology there was a hidden egalitarian demand for equal opportunities in education and thus for a utilitarian elevation of the masses. “That is the truth about psychology; seeking leadership everywhere, it is a hidden metaphysic and a utilitarian doctrine of progress” (Troeltsch, 1917, as cited in Drewek, 1996; p. 301). “Utilitarian” was the swearword of the nationally-minded Protestant culture philosophers and educators, as we can see in a letter Eduard Spranger wrote to Georg Kerschensteiner in 1915, in which he called John Dewey’s pragmatism despicable “kitchen and handyman utilitarianism” (Spranger, 1966, p. 37).

With that, the problems Trapp faced in 1779 were solved. University education was not practical but theoretical, not directed to elementary teachers but to normal school, or academic-track high school teachers (Gymnasium teachers), and it was emancipated from theology and oriented towards (Protestant) philosophy. Against this background, the elementary teachers’ wish to have their training in universities was rejected, and education became an autonomous discipline at universities only for the training of the ongoing Gymnasium teachers. The new examination regulations foresaw a scientific examination on the school subjects that the prospective Gymnasium teachers were going to teach and an education examination where they demonstrated the ability to reflect on educational issues. Philosophy was the only course that was a requirement for all prospective Gymnasium teachers, no matter whether they would later teach chemistry, history, or physics (Ordnung der Prüfung für das Lehramt, 1917). The university training of the prospective Gymnasium teachers was thus dominated by the national(istic) and dualistic cultural philosophy, loyalty to the Kaiser, and support of a class society. The genre of education admitted to the universities in 1917 had to follow these lines, and the actors did so in constructing geisteswissenschaftliche Pädagogik during the Weimar Republic.

4. The German mission, Persönlichkeit, and Bildung
Germany suffered defeat against the Allied Powers in the Great War. Some two million German soldiers were killed, and more than 800,000 civilians starved. The discontent with the Kaiser grew, and when in November 1918 the socialist-inspired German Revolution broke out, Kaiser Wilhelm II and the nobility abdicated. A ceasefire ended the war on November 11th, and the German Republic was founded. Disagreement on the left – especially between radical Marxists and social democrats – prevented Germany from following the path the Russians had gone along. When the Treaty of Versailles was signed in June 1919, the Weimar Constitution was written and adopted in August 1919, introducing for the first time a democracy to the quarreling Germans.

The reconstruction of Germany was at stake, but what reconstruction meant was disputed. In an interesting and representative way, intellectuals did not take these political disputes for granted, despite their vehemence. Ernst Troeltsch, mentioned above, acknowledged the quarrels but transcended them in a way that they seemed to stand as unity against the Western world. In 1923, Troeltsch wrote Naturrecht und Humanität, which was about natural law and humanitarianism in world policy. Despite the “strong mental-spiritual fragmentation” that Troeltsch recognized in Germany, he acknowledged a “mental-spiritual unity” that could not – here we get the same arguments again – be understood by any foreigner (Troeltsch, 1923, p. 4). The reason was that beyond arguments and political preferences, the Germans shared a “German political-historical-moral way of thinking” that Troeltsch saw to be opposed to the “Western Europe and American way of thinking” (p. 4). The latter way of thinking was understood as an offspring of modern natural law, whereas the German thinking was seen as the heir to the “romantic counter revolution” (p. 6). Western thinking relied on the assumption of material and social equal atoms and universal natural law, whereas German thinking relied on harmonious “Persönlichkeiten” (p. 6). Troeltsch saw all the Western nations as the result of modern natural law, and he ignored the different political fundaments of the United States and France, for instance, in order to defend the idea of German romanticism and its superiority (p. 13f.). Troeltsch was in particular disgusted by the Western idea of equal rights among its citizens, and he claimed that the Germans had overcome this shallow concept and had thereby created the foundation to build a nation on the basis of responsible, autonomous “Persönlichkeiten,” in order to ensure an “extraordinary progress to free, personal, and individual morality” (p. 21f.).

Among others, two rather younger philosophers with a strong interest in education undertook to establish an educational theory or theory of Bildung that fits in with this nationalist and anti-Western ideology. Both of them had gone to the same classical Gymnasium in Berlin under the directorate of Ludwig Bellermann, a professor in classical philology and German studies, specialized in Sophocles and Friedrich Schiller (another hero of the German poets and thinkers of around 1800). One of these two was Eduard Spranger (*1882), mentioned above, who was appointed full professor of philosophy and education in Berlin in 1920, and the other was Herman Nohl (*1879), who was three years older than Spranger, had completed his Habilitation under the above-mentioned Rudolf Eucken in 1908 and was appointed full professor of education in Göttingen in 1922. Together with Nohl’s student Wilhelm Flitner (*1889), they constituted the geisteswissenschaftliche Pädgogik that was to serve the dominant ideals of the intelligentsia during the Weimar Republic.

The construction of the theory of Bildung implied different elements. First of all, the three men repeated that the Western world did not understand the German mission. On the occasion of the memory of the founding of the German Reich in 1871, Spranger talked about the influence of the neo-humanism (the German poets and thinkers around 1800) on the rise of the German national consciousness. Spranger emphasized that no people in the world had ever suffered from as much injustice as the Germans were suffering at that time of the Treaty of Versailles; “misunderstood by all the other peoples” Germany had to bear all the unfair consequences of the Great War (Spranger, 1923, p. 3), and it was time to stick to the fundaments of the German nation and its peculiar character, where “Germanness, Greekness, and humanity” appeared to be “one great identity” (p. 6).
 The second point is about the claim of an inward mental-spiritual Bildung being unique to the German character. Spranger (1923) wrote that from Luther to Fichte, the Germans had worked on an idea, “an eternal becoming, a project to reach the highest highness” (Spranger, 1923, p. 11). On an individual level, Spranger explained in 1928, this process is called Bildung, and the models of this Bildung were “our classics” – that is, the German poets and thinkers of around 1800 (Spranger, 1928, p. 11). The meaning of Bildung is not arbitrary, but eternal, and it leads to the “Personalität,” Spranger’s notion of Persönlichkeit. The Greeks had certainly helped to understand this idea, but according to Spranger it was the Germans around 1800 that fully developed it and gave it a national identity (p. 22). 

The third point was the claim of unity and harmony. Accordingly, the traditional canon of the school subjects was not thought to be helpful in reconstructing the education system. For the (not really highly estimated) elementary school, Spranger promoted the school subject local history and geography (Heimatkunde), because in Heimatkunde students could “grasp the natural and spiritual roots of our existence” (Spranger, 1943, p. 6); “General human education has to begin with the homeland (Heimat), a method of introducing children to German language, German history, German competencies, in short, in German culture” (Spranger, 1918, p. 67). German style was not plural but uniform, not varied but total, so that local history and geography were well suited to the reconstruction of the defeated nation. It was the subject that teaches the “totality of the natural and spiritual-mental relations of the human being, is the purest example of a totalizing science,” the “school of totalizing the meaning that we need in order to overcome the inner and outer strife of the present” (Spranger, 1943, pp. 22f.; 33, 43).

In accordance with Spranger, his colleague Nohl (1926) argued that all the current reform ideas in education in Germany – the art education reform movement, the vocational education reform movement, the youth movement, etc. – appear to be disputed and split. However, Nohl continued, if there was anything worthwhile in these movements “then there must be a final unity, from which it derives its best meaning and vitality: the unity of a new ideal of the German person and of a higher mental-spiritual folk culture” (pp. 57f.; freely translated here). Nohl explicitly refused to verbalize these movements, for “this would cause dispute,” covering the ideal and the “will to raise life through spiritualization and the faith that there is a deeper meaning in the world” (pp. 59f.; freely translated here). All of the reform movements shared the idea of a “new Paideia of our folk to a uniform higher mental-spiritual life in a raised community” (p. 61). Accordingly, the new academic education had to grasp all the verbal, practical, and institutional utterances of education in order to guide these activities towards unity and totality (p. 61). Totality was twofold and both parts were mutually dependent: the totality of the folk and the totality of the Persönlichkeit called Bildung (Spranger, 1943, p. 6). Or as Nohl (1933) put it:
Bildung is the subjective art of culture, the inward form and mental-spiritual stance of the soul, assimilating with its own efforts external stimuli to a uniform inner life and able to form any utterance and deed from this uniform inward life. (p. 27; freely translated here) 
5. Building on an educational Empire: Geisteswissenschaftliche Pädagogik
The educationalization of the German national mission and the consistency with the dominant elitist anti-Western ideology of the political and intellectual stakeholders brought a particular type of educational ideology into the German universities, and they developed strategies to ensure sustainability. One of these measures was to give voice to the doctoral students in a series founded in 1923 edited by Herman Nohl, the Göttinger Studien zur Pädagogik [Gottingen Studies in Education], and published by the renowned publishing house Julius Beltz. Another measure was to summon up some scholars on the threshold of philosophy and education to found the journal Education – Monthly Journal for the Interrelation between Culture and Education in Science and Life (Die Erziehung – Monatsschrift für den Zusammenhang von Kultur und Erziehung in Wissenschaft und Leben) in 1926; it was published by the equally renowned publishing house Quelle & Meyer in Leipzig. The third measure was the attempt to canonize the theory in a five-volume Handbook of Education that Nohl edited together with Ludwig Pallat (Nohl & Pallat, 1933); the publisher was again Julius Beltz. The fourth measure was an effective appointment policy in which the stakeholders more or less successfully hindered unsuitable professors and helped like-minded scholars to be appointed as professors at universities.

Nohl edited the book series and the Handbook, and Flitner, his former student, became editor-in-chief of the journal. In a lead article published in 1928, Flitner (1989) affirmed that education should never take part in any of the disputes. Education should be oriented towards a higher world of wholeness, the true folk: “Above the earthly disputes the educator has a higher instance to orient him within all the turmoil: the true community” (p. 244). Soon after, in 1933, the National Socialists came to power. Ringer’s (1969) analysis that this year of 1933 marked the end of the German intellectual mandarins in the universities is true – with the exception of geisteswissenschaftliche Pädagogik. Unlike many intellectuals of the time, Flitner was never expelled from his professorship at the University of Hamburg; he retired in 1958. His teacher, Nohl, taught until 1937 and was reactivated in 1945; Nohl retired in 1947. Spranger was in Japan as a guest lecturer in 1936/37 by order of the Nazi regime, and in 1943 he edited Fichte’s Addresses to the German Nation anew with an introduction (Fichte, 1943). In 1945, Spranger became acting president of the University of Berlin and in 1946 professor of philosophy, education, and psychology at the University of Tübingen; he retired in 1950. From Tübingen, Spranger influenced the appointments of professors in the post-war period with the help of his old fellows (see Kersting, 2008) and ensured the sustainability of geisteswissenschaftliche Pädagogik. The journal Education – Monthly Journal for the Interrelation between Culture and Education in Science and Life (Die Erziehung – Monatsschrift für den Zusammenhang von Kultur und Erziehung in Wissenschaft und Leben) had come to an end in 1943, but in 1945 Nohl founded the journal The Collection (Die Sammlung) together with his former students Flitner, Weniger, and Otto Friedrich Bollnow. Nohl wrote the preface that is reminiscent of his writings in 1918. The journal was to serve the reconstruction of our people, its culture, and its new education. Its aim was to be simple morality and a steadfast faith in the eternity of our spiritual-intellectual world. The goal was to lead the thoughts of the people towards the inner sphere and to help the teachers in their mission, which is incomparable to any other mission before (Nohl, 1945, o.p.).

Parallel to Die Sammlung the younger generation founded the Journal for Education (Zeitschrift für Pädagogik) in 1955: they included Nohl’s disciples Flitner, Weniger, Bollnow, and Fritz Blättner, who had completed his Habilitation with Flitner in Hamburg in 1936, and Josef Dolch, who was the only Catholic in this illustrious circle of Lutheran Protestants. They aimed at greater scientific quality in the educational discourse and accepted for that purpose even empirical research, as Flitner wrote in the introduction, as long as it was secured by philosophical reflections. However, the most important scholars remained “Spranger, Nohl, Litt” (Flitner, 1955, p. 4), and not even a glance at foreign discussions can be detected.

This generation was dominant when in the 1960s – finally – the training of elementary school teachers was placed in the universities. They introduced the former teachers of the teachers’ colleges into the universities and shaped a new generation of university professors in education, whose youngest members have retired only over the last ten years. It is they, born right at the end of and shortly after the Second World War, and their disciples who still identify with the central elements of the theory of Bildung and the ideal of the Persönlichkeit and fight, using these battle cries against PISA and comparable phenomena. If they had historicized their own academic and cultural socialization, they might have been able to find much better arguments against PISA than Bildung and Persönlichkeit, for PISA is a comparable Protestant mission, but a Calvinist and not a Lutheran one (Tröhler, 2011). The future will show how far the new generation of German scholars will be stimulated by international research and historicize its own tradition. A third way – beyond the two great Protestant legacies – will be at stake, if education still wants to be an academic discipline that is taken seriously in the universities. In any case, history and comparison will be first-rate tools in this endeavor.
� 	As we can see in the chapter by Rebekka Horlacher in this book, the notion of Bildung was a polemic notion against the scientific and economic developments in France and England when it became popular towards the end of the eighteenth century, and described the uniqueness of the German culture as opposed to the Western civilization.


� 	At the outbreak of the Great War not only the Germans polemicized against the enemies but also the French and the British intellectuals did, too. See Wallace (1988) for the British case and Hanna (1996) for France. Dewey’s (1915) German Philosophy and Politics can be read as a polemic against Germany, too.


� 	I am grateful for the meritorious work Klaus-Peter Horn has done collecting all relevant data on the education scholars in twentieth-century Germany and interpreting them in a history of education science in Germany (Horn, 2003).


�	During the Great War, the topos of the Germans being misunderstood had been interpreted as Germans being hated, see Magnus Hirschfeld (1915), Why do the peoples hate us? (Warum hassen uns die Völker?) or Max Scheler (1917),The cause of the Germanophobia (Die Ursachen des Deutschenhasses).


�	Wilhelm Flitner’s son Andreas (*1922) became Spranger's successor as professor of education at the University of Tübingen from 1958-1990. During 1970 and 1975, one of his assistants was the above-mentioned Ulrich Herrmann (*1939), who completed his Habilitation under Flitner.
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