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Anja Kraus
Introduction: Perspectives of the Humanities, the 
Educational and the Cultural Sciences on University

This anthology is based on the conference “Education is Relation not Out-
put? – Scenes of Knowledge and Knowledge Acquisition” that took place 
at Linnæus University in Växjö in May 2016. The convention was motivat-
ed by the fact that the perspectives of Humanities such as the Educational 
and the Cultural Sciences are not always present in the actual discourses on 
university. From the perspectives of these scientifi c disciplines, the idea of 
university and scholarly life means, fi rstly, to freely develop the idea of uni-
versity. Secondly, it means to critically examine the conditions for academ-
ic work, e.g. in terms of current policy discourses. Fundamental for this is 
the idea of university as a society in which everyone is responsible for the 
shaping of her/his relationships to him-/herself, to others and to the world 
based on diverse forms of knowledge and knowledge representation. Uni-
versity is thus regarded as a place for social and cultural development that 
includes academic as well as professional knowledge (Schleiermacher 2017 
[1808]). University thus has the task to refl ect on itself as a part of society. 

To map the concept of university, theoretical as well as methodological 
foundations have to be laid. The joint concern in this publication is to take 
the various complementary or confl icting claims of reality of different epis-
temic communities into account. According to the university’s social man-
date, such claims contain ideas about challenges arising in social and en-
vironmental fi elds. By investigating various cultural archives – formal and 
informal, analogous and digital etc. – multiple, simultaneous, and concur-
ring claims of reality, experience, and meaning can be mapped in order to 
form the idea of university. These claims are grasped as scenarios of knowl-
edge and knowledge acquisition. 

In Tatiana Shchyttsova’s contribution, the idea of the university community 
as based upon non-utilitarian principles is developed. The gratitude ethos is 
outlined as the sensus communis in the students’ and teachers’ cooperative 
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approaching of truthful knowledge. Sensus communis is specifi ed as the re-
sponsibility of democratic societies to be concerned about the cultivation of 
non-utilitarian ethos, genuinely displaying the original interconnection be-
tween essential democratic and humanistic elements. 

From a historical perspective, the developmental stages from a research 
university to an institution of higher education in Germany are outlined in 
Carola Groppe’s article. This development starts from the perspective of the 
German tradition of Bildung and free thought at university. The focus, how-
ever, lies on the today’s (global) policy to remake public research universi-
ties to institutions whose sole focus is the teaching of pre-professional and 
vocational knowledge.

In Anja Kraus’ article, contemporary university is modelled departing 
from a brief outline of the most relevant global challenges. From certain 
aspects of globalization and interdependence, democracy and technology, 
the need for sustainable development is delineated. As opposed to current 
tendencies, the task of university is seen fi rst of all as to provide a “free 
space of living with ideas” aiming at personal development (Gadamer) and, 
as Hannah Arendt puts it, in a political sense, aiming to be the “refuge of 
truth”. 

Pierangelo Maset’s contribution departs from an analysis of the effects 
of today’s digitization and of Bildung ciphered out as competencies. As a 
central theme, the aim is to put the subject’s will and motivation into a pre-
defi ned frame, only assessing the degree of adjustment. Maset looks at the 
Bildung today that is more and more governed by the principles of cyber-
space, virtual communities and collective intelligence, calling this Bildung 
Black Pedagogy, which oppresses individual and collective initiatives. 

The political goal of improving quality in national educational insti-
tutions seems to be globally shared. Anja Kraus’ contribution shows that 
there are different historical, cultural and social preconditions for the qual-
ity movement in German schools compared with such preconditions in 
Sweden. The comparison is conducted from a pragmatic-ethnographic per-
spective, not least with the goal to fi nd a common ground for defi ning ped-
agogical quality.

How can political and artistic positions be put into academic teaching 
from the perspective of embodied knowledge? Departing from the hypo-
thesis of a continuity of a gendered use of space at university, Nanna Lüth’s 
contribution develops a performative approach to situated knowledge. It 
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hereby refers to Haraway’s partial perspective concept. It is shown that, by 
the tempting view this concept suggests, potentially all forms of knowledge 
claims can be made available. 

From a constructivist perspective, Jean Luc Patry’s article deals with the 
challenge to teach humanism and democracy. Beside distinct contents, such 
teaching also addresses values, critical thinking, social interaction etc. The 
challenge is thus to involve rationality in values education without neglect-
ing, particularly, emotional concern. Patry presents a didactic tool to present 
moral dilemma, which he developed over many years and which was imple-
mented to teaching for this purpose. 

Växjö, the 27th of April 2017

References:

Schleiermacher, F. (2017 [1808]): Occasional Thoughts on German Universities in 
the German Sense, in: Menand, L.; Reitter, P.; Wellmon, C. (eds.): The Rise 
of the Research University: A Sourcebook. Chicago: The University of Chica-
go, 45-66.
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Tatiana Shchyttsova
The Ethos of Gratitude. To the Non-Utilitarian 
Grounds of University Education1

The famous text of Immanuel Kant Der Streit der Fakultäten (The Confl ict 
of the Faculties) could serve as a good introduction to the topic of my pa-
per. In this work, Kant seeks to substantiate a special mission of the Phi-
losophy Faculty, which is defi ned as a lower faculty due to the fact that it 
– unlike the higher faculties (which are the Theology Faculty, the Faculty 
of Law and the Faculty of Medicine) – does not work directly in the inter-
ests of the state and its offi cial ideology and current practical needs. Oppos-
ing such a hierarchy in the faculties, Kant argues that it is the Philosophy 
Faculty that plays a key role in the development of sciences and, gener-
ally speaking, in the pursuit of truth since this faculty is concerned with 
freedom of thinking. In order to convince his readers (incl. the offi cials) 
that the state might and should – in the highest degree – be interested in 
the Philosophy Faculty, Kant points out a peculiar meta-pragmatics of the 
philosophical tasks which, in his view, have to ensure both the theoretical 
and practical fruitfulness of the higher faculties. The Philosophy Faculty is 
identifi ed by him as being responsible for an intellectual meta-perspective 
which allows for the free critical reconsideration (putting into question) of 
any given facts and statements presented in theological, legal and medical 
fi elds. Thus, he sees the Philosophy Faculty, more precisely, the intellectual 
 meta-position cultivated there, as an ultimate condition of possibility of ap-
proaching the truth in the multidisciplinary academic community. 

Kant’s meditations appear political due to a rather revolutionary (for his 
time) assumption that the state has to recognize and promote such a value 
as free, namely critical, thinking. Thus, he envisages an essentially new or-
der of things according to which power and relation to truth relate to each 
other in such a way that the state power does not pretend to be the only 
instance that approves and legitimizes that which can be considered to be 

1 University education is understood here in the most general sense as a sphere of 
higher education presupposing corresponding institutionalization. 
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truthful knowledge. In the meantime, academic community just by virtue 
of such self-withdrawing of the state, can perform more and more solidary 
efforts aimed at the cooperative approaching and explication of truth (i.e. 
truthful knowledge as a primary purpose of scholarship/science as such). At 
issue is thus the value that, being at once both epistemological and politi-
cal, does not guarantee immunity to any concrete/particular position or in-
terest. Moreover, free/critical thinking appears as such a value that per def-
initionem endangers any given position (as far as the latter claims to be 
truthful or rightful). Advocating this value, Kant on the one hand follows 
the Socratic method (Socrates does it at least in two aspects: fi rst, he under-
stands philosophy as an intellectual practice characterized by the capability 
to bring into question any statement/opinion considered as certain; second, 
he conceives of subjectivity (self) as a genuine place for such a critical re-
consideration of what pretends to be indubitable), and on the other hand ar-
ticulates a constitutive principle of democratic society in its contemporary 
understanding.

What is crucial at this point it is to realize that despite the historical 
distance of more than 200 years and in spite of the sociopolitical transfor-
mations which led the European/Western societies to democracy and self-
governance, Kant’s advocacy of the meta-pragmatic values to be cultivated 
in university seems to be more topical and needed than ever. Marta Nuss-
baum’s well-known book Not For Profi t. Why Democracy Needs the Hu-
manities is one of the most convincing recent evidences of this alarming 
fact. She explains it by revealing a remarkable ambivalence of modern 
democratic societies:

“Democracies have great rational and imaginative powers. They also are 
prone to some serious fl aws in reasoning, to parochialism, haste, sloppiness, 
selfi shness, narrowness of the spirit. Education based mainly on profi tabil-
ity in the global market magnifi es these defi ciencies, producing a greedy 
obtuseness and a technically trained docility that threaten the very life of 
democracy itself, and that certainly impede the creation of a decent world 
culture” (Nussbaum 2010, 142).

The ambivalence of democracy is conditioned thus by the dangerous 
complementarity between the social logics of the market economy on the 
one hand and a kind of cultural idiocy represented by average single indi-
viduals on the other hand. The term cultural idiocy combines here the mean-
ing of the original Greek term ἰδιώτης (idiot) – namely, the narrow-mind-
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ed person who does not participate in the sociopolitical life of community 
and concentrates only on her or his private interests – within the conceptu-
al frame of the consumer society. It is due to the ambivalence of democracy 
that, although nowadays no one rejects the value of freethinking in demo-
cratic societies, we are nevertheless faced with the necessity to re-actual-
ize the Kantian approach that is to highlight and advocate a meta-pragmat-
ic dimension (i.e. the dimension of meta-pragmatic values) as constitutive 
of university life. This implies two important things: the fi rst one is that free 
thinking understood in basic Kantian terms as the individual’s autonomy of 
thinking has been successfully appropriated as an effective tool for econom-
ic profi tability (economic growth). Neoliberalism is the name of the ideolo-
gy that is responsible for the extensive monetization of individual freedom. 
The second implication is that the meta-pragmatic dimension of universi-
ty life must be clarifi ed not only as something which cannot be subordinat-
ed to economic pragmatics, but also as something which generates a free-
dom that is free from neoliberal mobilization for the sake of effectivity and 
profi tability. 

Intuitively, one can discern a deep humanistic sense in such a freeing of 
human freedom from the invisible pressing of neoliberal mobilization. The 
question then arises: what kind of experience is meant here in concreto? I 
argue in this regard that it is the teacher student relation which – in spite 
of its neoliberal rationalization by means of the institutional techniques of 
governance and individual techniques of self-realization (incl. self-regula-
tion) – remains, at least potentially, a kind of humanistic core of any con-
temporary university. It shall be shown further that the teacher student re-
lation can indeed prove to be ungraspable by any utilitarian rationalization 
and instrumentalization due to a particular ethos that this inter-subjective re-
lation gives rise to. I will call it the ethos of gratitude. 

It must be emphasized that the ethos in question is constituted when the 
teacher student relation is institutionally mediated; that is, when education 
takes place on behalf of and within the university, which is when the uni-
versity (and not just a private dialogue between pupil and teacher) serves 
as a place for cooperative approaching the truth – the truthful knowledge. 
When talking about the institutional mediation of the teacher student rela-
tion nowadays, we have to take into account the relatively recent transi-
tion from elite university to the mass higher education all over the world. 
Such a democratization of higher education was a social precondition for 
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further increasing the bureaucratization of university life. Neoliberal ide-
ology, in promoting the concept of effective management, has shown in its 
turn how to make profi t from the discourse of equal opportunities in educa-
tion. Thereby the ambivalence of democracy that we have already touched 
upon earlier has been informed by a new tension – that between neoliberal 
economization of various spheres of our life-world on the one hand and cul-
tural resistance to such strategy on the other hand. The structural and mor-
al crisis of university that we are faced with nowadays is caused to a large 
extent by this very ambivalence. Contemporary authors, occupied with the 
social analysis of university as an institution, note that modern university is 
characterized by a fundamental contradiction between the pragmatic aspira-
tions and the ideal sense, in other words, between the governance apparatus 
and the professors’ work. Focusing on this inner contradiction, I will reveal 
it as a confl ict between two ethos’: managerial economic pragmatism, or the 
ethos of profi t, on the one hand, and the academic ethos of gratitude, on the 
other hand. Moreover, it shall be shown that the latter gives the ideal sense 
and the scholarly interests a (meta-economical) practical modality, which 
is essentially non-countable and as such, frees them from the scope of con-
trolled functionality (as well as from the scope of any political ideology).

Now, I would like to outline the philosophical context from which I 
draw certain conceptual guidelines for the clarifi cation of the ethos of grat-
itude as a genuine ethos of the university community. I proceed from the 
post-Husserlian phenomenology which in its most radical versions (devel-
oped by Fink, Levinas, Derrida, Henry, Waldenfels, Marion) thematizes the 
phenomena about which it cannot be said that they are as the intentional 
objects, that they are given to us as the objects of our intention. More pre-
cisely, I would like to refer here to the phenomenology of the gift, which 
provides us with some decisive intuitions in helping to understand gratitude 
as a key phenomenon constitutive of the non-utilitarian dimension in uni-
versity life. Let me mention, very briefl y, several important ideas by two 
key authors in this fi eld – Derrida and Marion.

The merit of Derrida regarding this issue consists of a very sophisticat-
ed thematization of the gift as an impossible phenomenon (Derrida 1992). 
He insists on the impossibility of the gift and argues in favor of this the-
sis by pointing out that any declaration of the gift – the very naming of the 
gift as such – inevitably involves the gift in the circle of economic or sym-
bolic exchange, in accordance with the classical scheme of giving – receiv-
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ing – giving back. Insofar, however, as the gift is framed by the economic 
logics, it turns out to be automatically cancelled, destroyed. It is so because 
a gift, which leads to a return gift, cannot be considered as a true gift – or 
like Derrida puts it, as a pure gift. He comes thus to an intriguing conclu-
sion that in the world of the appearance, strictly speaking, there is no way 
for the gift to come true as a pure gift; that is, as a gift that does not pre-
suppose any compensation (even in such a delicate form as psychological/
narcissist self-satisfaction). At the same time, Derrida supposes that such a 
negative conclusion does not deny the necessity to investigate the grounds 
of the very idea of the pure gift which – although we cannot know it, can-
not describe it – seems to be an essential element of human and social life 
(to think the possibility of the impossibility). 

Although Marion, one of the leading representatives of the theological 
turn in contemporary phenomenology, shares the statement that the phe-
nomenon of the gift lies beyond the economic logics, he argues, contrary to 
Derrida, in favor of the possibility of describing the gift. He understands the 
gift as a phenomenon accessible both to experience and description. In his 
consideration of this issue, I would like to highlight his hypothesis that it is 
possible to describe the gift (namely, the gift as the enacted phenomenon, 
the performativeness of the gift), “by bracketing and putting aside at least 
one … of the three features of gift” (Derrida, Marion & Kearney 1999, 62), 
namely the giver, the object to be given, and the receiver. Marion emphasiz-
es that this remarkable fact clearly indicates that the gift (the phenomenon 
of the gift) “is governed by rules that are completely different from those 
that are applied to the object or to the being” (ibid.). Let me give two exam-
ples that are discussed by Marion in this connection and reveal to some de-
gree why the gift cannot be comprehended within the horizon of economy.

In the fi rst case we see a gift that – although there is no giver – is never-
theless absolutely achieved. It is “[…] the example of an inheritance, where 
the giver is by hypothesis no longer here, and perhaps has never met, nev-
er known the receiver” (ibid.). In the second case we fi nd a description of a 
given gift that does not imply a receiver: “As we give money to a humani-
tarian association, we do make a gift, a real gift, that is money, but that gift 
will go to nobody, at least nobody personally known by us.” (Ibid.)

In both these cases, the absence of the receiver or the giver creates a 
condition of possibility of the gift experience. “To some extent this absence 
allows the gift to appear as such” (ibid.). It is explained precisely by the 
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fact that in each example described above, the bracketing of the respective 
feature excludes also a possibility of a symmetrical response to the accom-
plished gift that is the possibility of gratitude in return (reciprocally). Thus, 
it is due to such a defi cient structure (because of the lack of one of the fea-
tures) that those examples of the gift allow for revealing it as the phenom-
enon transcending the economical logics (which is built upon the principles 
of exchange, compensation and in advance countable profi tability). In addi-
tion, our reference to the phenomenology of the gift has exposed the act of 
gratitude as something that annuls the gift, making the latter impossible. We 
are faced thereby with its aporias: indeed, if the gratitude annuls the gift, 
then it turns out that, here, someone is thankful for nothing. On the other 
hand, if s/he is thankful for something that is given, the gratitude inevitably 
appears as compensation, so that the gratitude itself – in spite of the seman-
tics of the word – also ceases to be a gift and acts as a functional element 
of the mutually benefi cial exchange. It shall be shown further, that the uni-
versity ethos of gratitude is a kind of gift that, notwithstanding the aporias 
of the gift which are inescapable according to economy, can be described as 
such and that it is by virtue of its meta-pragmatic (or non-utilitarian) nature. 
Such nature implies that the gratitude ethos is able to establish and maintain 
social connectedness (to constitute academic community). In other words, 
academic community originates from that ethos and grounds on it.

Just to start we have to ask, how does the gratitude feeding the uni-
versity ethos in question manifest itself? In this concern, one can presum-
ably touch upon a particular psychosomatic feature inherent to gratitude. 
If somebody vocalizes gratitude, she or he does it on the inhale, express-
ing thereby an internal lift (a wave of gratitude). Taking into account a mi-
lieu where that lift supposedly takes place, we can preliminarily determine 
the gratitude as an ethical dimension of the enthusiasm which is inherent to 
opening new knowledge and which is evoked by a teacher in classroom. It 
is worth noting that the German concept of Bildung, according to its seman-
tics (education as – metaphorically speaking – raising a building), clearly 
indicates that the university activity does not only possess – and even not in 
the fi rst line – a cognitive character, but rather a moral and existential one. 
It means that during his/her university years, a student undergoes a certain 
transformation as a person. In this regard, it is important to recognize that 
the lift of the gratitude as it was determined earlier has a signifi cant infl u-
ence on the very nature of that moral existential transformation.
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So long as the gratitude remains unspoken, it can manifest itself, for in-
stance, in/through an enthusiastic contribution to discussion and clarifi ca-
tion of the subject considered in lections/seminars. A so-called vivid inter-
est, insofar as a teacher manages to evoke it from the students, implies in its 
intention a note (a spirit) of gratitude. Thus, gratitude shows itself as a spir-
itual element arising in response to the being-inspired by what was present-
ed by the teacher. What is decisive about this kind of responsiveness (Wal-
denfels) in the teacher student relation, is that the gratitude, while being a 
response, anticipates any refl ections and decision-making concerning rea-
sons and preferable forms for its expression. Insofar as a student fi nds her-
self/himself inspired to discuss the subject presented by the teacher and en-
thusiastically do it, her/his gratitude has already happened to her/him. It is 
already at work and in its own way inspires the student’s scholarly activity. 

The gratitude thus has its own dynamics (a lifting force), which are 
worth a more careful consideration. First of all, we have to compare the 
lifting dynamics peculiar to feeling of gratitude with a dynamics presup-
posed in such a topical notion in the high education management as moti-
vation (a good student is a motivated student). The student’s motivation is 
determined mainly from the horizon of his/her pragmatic and/or aesthetic 
needs and requests; that is, it is determined in the individualistic scope. In 
this respect, the gratitude we are talking about is an ethical alternative to a 
so-called motivational letter (for university access). If discussing the latter, 
a set of motivating factors is identifi ed by the student (or applicant) him-
self/herself, and the gratitude is rather a (so to say) occasional motivation. 
The word occasional is understood here not as a characteristic of something 
nonessential, but as a characteristic of what comes about without my previ-
ous refl ections or reasoning. As it was already said, the gratitude happens to 
me. It motivates (moves) me, but does it in some adventitious way. It leads 
us to the question of where the gratitude originates from. As a response, the 
gratitude is undoubtedly intrinsically mine, but at the same time it belongs 
always to the realm of a scholarly performance that is enacted by the teach-
er and that affects me. Thus, the student’s gratitude means fi rst of all his/
her being-affected. That is why the gratitude, although being my response, 
arises nevertheless as a surprise for myself – a surprise which inspires me. 
Gratitude as it is experienced by the student in his/her university life shows 
itself to be an affective dimension which allows for enjoying the pure ex-
perience of sharing, since no monopoly – neither for a truth concerned in a 
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scholarly discussion nor for the corresponding emotions – is presupposed. I 
argue that it is this very experience of a non-monopolisable origin – or the 
originally shared experience – that makes the teacher student relation a hu-
manistic core of the university education. That is why gratitude, being such 
a subtle – uncontrolled and uncountable – motivation, still remains a deci-
sive constituent of university as a scholarly community.

The abovesaid helps to differenciate between the gratitude in question 
and the ritual politeness permeating everyday life. Discursive structures 
like I would be very much obliged to you, if … or I will be very grateful 
for … and their corresponding discursive situations, so routine in our eve-
rydayness, explicate the circular structures of mutual recognition and re-
spect which imply a mutual gratitude and subject it to their circular logics. 
According to that logic, gratitude objectively is in advance imputed – and 
therefore expected – in social interactions. It is not valid (or not entirely 
valid) in the case of the gratitude in question. In the frame of university ed-
ucation, gratitude as the ethical enthusiasm permeating and motivating co-
operative scholarly discussion is not at all expected in advance as some-
thing taken for granted. Since it is not (and cannot be) imputed, it in a 
sense comes from nowhere and is always unforeseen.

Let us return to the structure of a giver – a given object – a receiver. 
There are certain diffi culties with the identifi cation of what a given object 
is in university education. However, what is more important to realize is 
the fact of the absence of a donator to whom I could be grateful to for the 
gift. Indeed, can a teacher be called a donator? Does a teacher as a univer-
sity employee donate something to me (as a student)? It seems obvious that 
in the educational situation the familiar rhetorical pattern I am so grateful to 
you, in sense of direct personal obligation, does not work. There is nothing 
that the teacher would do on his/her own personally for me. Corresponding-
ly, the student owes nothing personally to the teacher. It is crucial thus that 
the teacher student relation is not an immediate interpersonal relation but a 
mediated one. The teacher does give me something; however, he/she does 
not give it to me personally, but gives it to me as a student. And he/she does 
it as a university professor. Remarkably, in the Russian language, the uni-
versity teacher is named prepo-davatel which means literally a giver (dava-
tel) who gives, being in a priority position. Furthermore, the prefi x prepo 
indicates that the giving is realized in accordance with some hierarchical or-
der. This refers to academic hierarchy that shall be clarifi ed primarily from 
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the point of view of institutional mediation that is revealed as a necessary 
precondition for the gratitude ethos. University gives the teacher the au-
thority to give from the priority position. It is this institutional precondi-
tion that (structurally) deprives the teacher of the donator status. The teach-
er works for, namely, the institution designated as being a priority place 
for approaching the truth (producing knowledge). In this working for, the 
teacher is just a mediator. Moreover, that which the teacher works for is 
two-fold and has correspondingly a visible side (the institution) and an in-
visible side (the relation to the truth).

Furthermore, in connection with the institutional mediation, it must be 
emphasized that teaching and learning in a group implies a perspective of 
a shared gratitude. Being in its very essence an ethical mood, gratitude, as 
far as it is shared by the students, is characterized by the unique ability to 
suspend the idiosyncrasies and confl icts, which might have taken place be-
tween those who currently share this ethical mood. In other words, it has 
the ability to constitute a singular universality (Badiou 2004), or a special 
form of solidarity – the affective solidarity of the excited ones.

We can now give a preliminary defi nition of the gratitude ethos by tak-
ing fi rst of all into account that it in no way can be cultivated from direct 
instructions or directives. Formally speaking, ethos as such is a kind of in-
ter-subjective practical understanding regarding the basic principles of com-
mon life. Practical means here that people live according to those princi-
ples they share, and reproduce them in their daily life. The gratitude ethos 
in its turn is distinguished by the following characteristics: It is grounded in 
the being-evoked by the teacher’s address as well as in the sharing of grate-
ful excitement with the classmates. Therefore the gratitude ethos is a carrier 
of a very particular sensus communis, namely an understanding that the uni-
versity community is based upon non-utilitarian principles.

To conclude, let me refer again to one passage from Nussbaum’s Not for 
Profi t. By her criticism of the contemporary policy and management in the 
fi eld of education, she indicates that modern societies tend to fail in feed-
ing the forces that lead to cultures of equality and respect. We have to high-
light in this concern that equality and respect are the moral features that 
are genuinely implied in the gratitude ethos described above. In particular, 
it has been shown that gratitude, as an ethical mood in the teacher student 
relation, comes about as the unique experience of an unmonopolisable ori-
gin, or the experience of the original sharing which was considered as the 
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true humanistic core of university education. In spite of the ambivalence of 
democracy we talked about at the beginning, democracy, in its encourag-
ing aspect, corresponds essentially to this humanistic core since the last one 
genuinely implies equality and respect (namely, equality of those and re-
spect between those – teachers and students – who partake in the experience 
of an unmonopolisable origin). 

Thus, the analysis of the university ethos of gratitude carried out in this 
paper allows for a better understanding of why we are still convinced that 
democratic societies have to be concerned about cultivation of that non-util-
itarian ethos. It is worth stressing that gratitude in the teacher student rela-
tion was revealed not only as a force that leads to cultures of equality and 
respect, but also as a phenomenon that genuinely displays original intercon-
nection between the democratic and humanistic elements. It helps also to 
understand how the university education can contribute to making “[…] a 
world that is worth living in, people who are able to see other human beings 
as full people, with thoughts and feelings of their own that deserve respect 
and empathy, and nations that are able to overcome fear and suspicion in fa-
vor of sympathetic and reasoned debate” (Nussbaum op. cit., 143). 

If we, following Nussbaum, recognize that the mutual dependency of 
humanism and democracy is an issue that nowadays must be put in the fore-
ground of both social and scholarly refl ection we have to add also that uni-
versity, undoubtedly, has to play a key role here, as it is an institution that 
by virtue of its gratitude ethos incorporates that mutual dependency in a 
prominent way.
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Carola Groppe
The German University as an Educational Institution. 
Analyses of its Historical, Current, and Future 
Development1

Introduction

In 2009, Bielefeld sociologist André Kieserling wrote that, within the 
framework set forth by Bologna, teachers of university seminars are faced 
with only two possibilities: to act pedagogically, or to act pedagogically 
recklessly. “Pedagogical” is understood here as the “enforcement of teach-
ing at the expense of research” and a presentation of simplifi ed scientif-
ic knowledge (Kieserling 2009, 36). “Pedagogically reckless” seminars are 
those in which the teacher, committed to research, largely renounces me-
diating interactions. Even “passive participation” becomes a “privilege” of 
the few (ibid., 35). Kieserling links pedagogical action to a reduction in dif-
fi culty. It is then suggested that pedagogical action necessarily causes an 
abandonment of the requirements of science. The implicit thesis of Kieser-
ling is that pedagogy and the university cannot exist in harmony, that they 
are basically mutually exclusive.

In addition to the narrow and rather negative view of pedagogic action, 
only one part of the university is the focus of this argument: the university 
as a place of science. The role of teaching and of students are seen as defi -
cient or even detrimental. If one reviews the scientifi c literature on the sit-
uation of universities from the past ten years, e.g. in Forschung und Leh-
re, the magazine of the German Association of University Professors and 
Lecturers, it becomes clear that a divisive tension has emerged between the 
realms of research and teaching. This has been exacerbated through con-

1 In German: Groppe, C. (2016): Die deutsche Universität als pädagogische 
Institution. Analysen zu ihrer historischen, aktuellen und zukünftigen Entwicklung. 
In: Blömeke, S.; Caruso, M.; Reh, S.; Salaschek, U.; Stiller, J. (eds.), Traditionen 
und Zukünfte. Beiträge zum 24. Kongress der Deutschen Gesellschaft für 
Erziehungswissenschaft. Verlag Barbara Budrich, Opladen und Toronto, 57-76.
Translated by Kareth Schaffer.
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stantly increasing numbers of students and enormous structural reforms. 
The question arises: how do pedagogy and science relate to each other in 
the university, and what is the impact of this on the institution?

Within this context, pedagogy as the discipline that directs its central in-
terests to actions and institutions classed as “pedagogical” has all reason to 
claim attention for its perspectives and research results within the frame-
work of university research. To date it has barely done so. Thus arises my 
fi rst thesis: the German university is clearly on its way to becoming a ped-
agogical institution. In the following, I will develop this thesis from the 
questions and research results of historical education research. I will also 
re-examine several historical problems that pertain to current questions re-
garding the university, and will fi nally formulate an educational-scientifi c 
framework for the pedagogical study of universities.

The Institutional Identity of the “Classical University”

Path dependency theory is derived from economics and today widely used 
in the social sciences. It aims to explain, in a differentiated and processu-
al way, the (in)stability of institutions and organizations in relation to envi-
ronmental developments. Path dependency theory assumes that contingent 
beginnings are followed by specifi c “small events” or an exogenous shock, 
then by one or more “critical junctures” through which specifi c options or 
exclusions of action are consolidated. Such path dependencies are stabilized 
and made routine by “increasing returns,” i.e. recurring patterns of action. 
These options for acting ultimately also limit their alternatives (“lock-in”) 
and create a stable situation (cp. Beyer 2016). Thus the constitution and the 
stabilization of certain paths, e.g. the development of the university in Ger-
many, can be explained and described (cp. Zymek 2013); plausible prog-
noses on future structural developments can also be made. This does not 
mean that schematic models should be applied to historical realities. In-
stead, path dependency theory allows for the classifi cation and differenti-
ated description of different stations within a process (cp. Schreyögg et al. 
2003; Dehnavi et al. (forthcoming)).

For example, the origins of the “reformed” university around 1800 may 
be explained through the lens of path dependency theory. Contingent start-
ing points offered different options (the French model of higher technical 
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schools, the “medieval,” continental model of the university, or the English 
college system). An “exogenous shock” occurred with the collapse of the 
Prussian state after the defeat of Napoleon. In 1806, the old path dependen-
cies (political system, social structure) were fundamentally questioned, and 
after several “critical junctures” the continental model was ultimately cho-
sen (cp. Charle 2004). Especially important to note is that this decision de-
termined characteristics that ultimately shaped the German university as an 
institution in the 19th and 20th centuries. These included the single phase of 
studies,2 the lack of supervision by professors of the course of studies, the 
certifi cation of achievements solely by means of fi nal examinations, and the 
interlinking of vocational achievements with career paths through a system 
of qualifi cation (cp. Groppe 2012a).

Wilhelm von Humboldt stated in 1809 that schools had the task of ren-
dering the teacher superfl uous: reformed universities would thus not need 
to give lessons in a strict sense ([1809] 1993, 170). With this he managed 
to liberate the university from the pressure of overseeing the success of its 
students, instead putting the joint scientifi c work of professors and students 
in the foreground. In contrast, Friedrich Schleiermacher, who as a universi-
ty professor (unlike Humboldt) could realistically estimate the everyday ef-
forts and limitations of university teaching, had in his “Occasional Thoughts 
on Universities in the German sense” ([1808] 2000) assigned universities 
the task of being higher technical schools, able to mediate between schools 
and Akademien, which at that time referred to research institutions. More 
clearly than Humboldt, Schleiermacher also recognized the importance of 
universities for the training of public servants and other offi cial careers. He 
thus insisted universities be – aside from places of research – “at the same 
time higher special schools” (Schleiermacher [1808] 2000, 125). The com-
bination of both tasks were, according to Schleiermacher (ibid., 126), “the 
essence of German universities,” but a further reduction of the university’s 
tasks to only higher professional training was to be rejected. In contrast to 

2 Since the Middle Ages, the fi rst phase of studies had to be completed in the 
faculty of art in order to qualify for entrance into the faculties of professional 
education (law, medicine, theology). With the decision for the continental 
university model, the preparatory phase for the university degree was delegated 
to the reformed Gymnasium. The senior classes in a Gymnasium now took on the 
previous task of the faculty of art, which was now set on equal footing with the 
other faculties as the faculty of philosophy. It also received a new function as a 
teacher training faculty (cp. Groppe 2006, 54). 
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Schleiermacher’s goal of a pedagogically refl ected connection between re-
search and teaching, however, what ultimately formed the identity of the 
university in the 19th century was research. Through the “research impera-
tive,” (Tenorth 2012, 111) the “purposes of the state” such as the advance-
ment of knowledge and participation in social progress would be optimally 
put into effect, with concurrent qualifi cations for academic professions, se-
nior civil servants, and the related professions of lawyer or physician.

What differentiated the university from the school was that science be-
came both the medium and the object of education, as well as the institu-
tionalized activity of the professors. The research imperative dominated and 
structured German universities in the 19th and 20th centuries, especially in 
the fi rst half of the 19th century and during an ambitious educational reform 
during the Kaiserreich (cp. Dove 2007). This university principle came to 
defi ne what Hartmut Titze describes as the “classical epoch” of the German 
university between 1800 and 1960: the semi-autonomous, state-funded, le-
gally secured full university, usually with four equal faculties (cp. Titze et 
al. 1995, 15ff.). Professors were obliged to research as much as to educate, 
and the manner of education was supposed to emerge from research, not ap-
pear as an independent, pedagogically refl ected practice. The specifi c insti-
tutional form of the German university was born.

Educational Institutions, Institutional Fictions, and Education 
through Science

Institutions not only have the task of providing functional contributions to 
other spheres of society (cp. Senge 2006, 37), they are also “social regula-
tions” in themselves: they collectively organize interactions in society and 
symbolically consolidate social norms and values (cp. Rehberg 1994, 56). 
To this end, institutions generate expectations that consist of institution-spe-
cifi c social arrangements and sanctionable role requirements (cp. Scholl 
2009, 81; Esser 2000). If one applies this institutional concept to the Ger-
man university of the 19th and 20th century, it becomes obvious that this 
university was not a pedagogical institution in its structure or its tasks. I 
use here a stricter sense of the term “pedagogical institution” than did Hans 
Merkens in 2006, who defi ned pedagogical institutions as those that carry 
out their tasks mainly or partly with a goal which can be regarded as ped-
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agogical (cp. Merkens 2006, 29ff.). I consider pedagogical institutions to 
be those whose function and self-description – according to the defi nition 
of institution given above – are extensively pedagogical. This means that 
the processes of education and teaching, and the educational arrangements 
of development and responsibility, are at the center of institutional activi-
ties and identity. With this defi nition, the family only partially qualifi es as a 
pedagogical institution, although the school, the kindergarten, and the youth 
welfare organization do so completely.

The “institutionalization of radical scientifi c freedom” (Eßbach 2011, 
114) at the beginning of the 19th century, which included occupational ex-
emption from other tasks and the autonomy of the institution against so-
cial and state demands, could not have come to fruition without religion, as 
Wolfgang Eßbach (ibid.) has pointed out. The religious content – the devo-
tion to the unconditional freedom of science – was supported by the “guid-
ing idea” of education and autonomy conferred by scholarship (Rehberg 
1994, 56). By this, two aims were reached: On the one hand, the desired 
freedom of spirit was assigned to an institution, the university, and, by this, 
stabilized. On the other hand, it became connected to a purpose that moti-
vates the freedom of spirit and the education of the students. This purpose 
at the time included the instruction of civil servants, but only in a form that 
did not question the research imperative, and thus the freedom of scien-
tists to research. This guiding idea was a paradoxical formula of education 
through participation in and observation of research: “education (German 
Bildung) through science.” The preparation for academic professional activ-
ity in the practical sense was transferred to a second training phase, which 
was institutionalized across all four faculties at the end of the 19th century 
(cp. Titze et al. 1995, 23).

The guiding principle of “education through science” served the univer-
sity as a mode of self-description and as an identity-building institutional 
feature until the late 1960s. It was never important whether this principle 
could indeed be implemented. The existence of this idea regulated the insti-
tution internally and externally, and gave to it a collective identity and rel-
ative autonomy: it served as an “institutional fi ction” (Eßbach 2011). The 
university and rectors’ councils of the 19th and early 20th centuries cele-
brated this leitmotiv in the symbolic stagings of the opening of the academ-
ic year, framed and supported by the professors’ dress, which also empha-
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sized the extraordinary and quasi-religious nature of science (cp. Groppe 
2002; Groppe 2012a; Tenorth 2012, 108ff.).

These brief remarks already reveal what a guiding idea can achieve for 
an institution. It functions as an “interpretive pattern,” the function of which 
Georg Bollenbeck has defi ned. An interpretive pattern constructs and ab-
stracts a type of “past experience” which “serves as a determining relation 
to the present time and can refer to future possibilities with its programmat-
ic surpluses” [translation by Kareth Schaffer, K.S.] (Bollenbeck 1994, 19). 
It is both a defense against and norm for referring to the environment. It 
thus has a positive effect on identity and, in the case of the university, in as-
suring autonomy (cp. Rehberg 1994, 56). Even historians such as Hans-Ul-
rich Wehler, who could not be expected to idealize the historical German 
university, automatically use the interpretive pattern of “education through 
science” to underline the achievements of the reformed German university 
of the fi rst half of the 19th century: “At a time of accelerating social change 
[…] such general education [‘allgemeine’ Bildung] created dispositions of 
mind and behavior which have been proven to be highly effi cient for the 
status reports and ethical decisive actions of the different elites.” [transla-
tion by K.S.] (Wehler 1996, 509). 

20th Century Problems of the Germany University: the Problem 
of Masses, and “Education” through Final Exams

The planners and reformers who conceived the new university in Prussia 
had, of course, based their ideas on the scale of their time. In 1800, Halle 
was the largest and most important university in Prussia, with almost 1000 
students; Königsberg and Frankfurt/O. followed with 300 students each. 
Göttingen university, which many Prussian reformers had attended in the 
1780s, had 800 students (Huber 1957, 285f.; Wehler 1987, 297). The sce-
nario developed by the reformers for the new universities were based on 
such numbers: they envisioned manageably-sized research and education 
communities, through which academic teachers and their students could de-
vote themselves to science in close-knit communion (see also Fichte, [1807] 
1998; Humboldt, [1809b] 1993; Schleiermacher [1808] 2000; Tenorth 2012, 
40ff.).
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One moment in particular would leave its mark on the development of 
the German education system for the next two centuries, and lead in the last 
third of the 19th century to rapidly increasing numbers of students. Since 
the Prussian reforms, a qualifi cation system had linked achievements within 
the educational system (the one-year attest, the German highschool certifi -
cate Abitur, state exams, etc.) with access to certain career paths in the pub-
lic sector. Once the German Empire began to industrialize, trade and indus-
try also adopted this system. “The beginnings and endings of careers were 
made in schools [and in the universities, CG] […] Level of education [be-
came] a primary criterion in the social differentiation in bureaucracy and 
society” [translation by K.S.] (Müller 1987, 16). Additional incentives were 
provided through the creation of several new offi cial positions at the begin-
ning of the Kaiserreich, as well as a middle class that could better afford to 
fi nance their sons’ studies, in addition to seeing upwards social mobility for 
the next generation ensured through Abitur and university studies. Around 
1900, the sons of the middle class represented 50% of the student body, the 
sons of academics and new bourgeoisie (German upper middle class) made 
another 30%, 10% came from rural landholders and farmers’ families, only 
2% were from nobility, and under 1% came from workers’ families. Com-
pared with the population rate, which rose 58% between 1871 and 1914, 
student numbers at German universities at that time rose 346%. 17,800 stu-
dents studied in 1870, whereas in the last semester before the war in 1914, 
79,000 students were studying at a total of 32 schools for higher education. 
Around 60,000 of them were attending university. 13 new schools for high-
er education, especially technical and commercial colleges, were founded 
during the Kaiserreich (cp. Wehler 1995, 1210ff.; Jarausch 1984, 72ff.). 

Thus already around the turn of the century tensions became visible be-
tween the institutional fi ction of “education through science,” on the one 
hand, and the increase in student numbers, differentiation of subjects with-
in the universities, and creation of new types of schools for higher learning 
on the other (cp. Brocke 2001). An increase in the number of professorships 
had not kept pace with the large numbers of new students: professorships 
increased by 130% over the same period (cp. Wehler 1995, 1219). On top 
of this, the needs of the fl edgling industrial society found only limited reso-
nance in the neohumanist universities. Faced with the beginnings of mecha-
nization and the specifi c knowledge and management needs of large indus-
try, two cultures of knowledge began to evolve within the tertiary education 
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system: “on the one side the world of offi cialdom” (Titze et al. 1995, 19) 
with reading of the classics and the “pure sciences,” and “on the other side 
– and sharply separated – the world of economy and technology of produc-
tion and trade” (ibid.) with an orientation to practical considerations. Before 
the First World War in Germany, a comprehensive spectrum of recognized 
universities offered a functionally differentiated system of qualifi cations and 
entitlements – what Detlef K. Müller (1987, 13) described as a “process of 
system formation” in the 19th century. “Aside from the university, [there 
were] technical colleges [since 1900 with doctoral privileges, CG], the uni-
versities of applied sciences, the veterinary colleges, the agricultural col-
leges, the forestry colleges and fi nally the mining academies” [translation 
by K.S.] (Titze et al. 1995, 19). Although the tertiary sector was differenti-
ated, it still tended to orient itself (as it does today) towards the most pres-
tigious element: the university, with its doctoral privileges and right to re-
search.

The system of state examinations implemented in the 18th and early 
19th centuries gave institutional relevance to the interpretive pattern of “ed-
ucation through science,” despite the above-mentioned developments (ibid., 
20ff.). At the same time, it also secured the freedom to study for the stu-
dents and the freedom to research for the professors. Until the Bologna Re-
forms of the 2000s, fi nal exams by either the state or the university had be-
come the decisive hurdle for a good or a bad degree (Eßbach 2009, 19). 
This became clearly visible in the behavior of many fraternity students in 
the 19th century, who after extensive carousing and little attendance of lec-
tures would devote the end of their studies to intense phases of study (with 
plenty of tutelage by other fraternity members). Being a member of a frater-
nity during the Kaiserreich could almost mean abstinence from educational 
events (cp. Levsen 2007; Dowe 2007, 77).

With the introduction of state exams for the jurists, the theologians, and 
the physicians during the 18th century, and for educators in 1810, access to 
these professions was not just standardized. A kind of “one-year exception-
al realm at the end of studies” was created (Eßbach 2009, 19). This “excep-
tional realm” existed into the 2000s. Wolfgang Eßbach concisely described 
its effects: during studies before Bologna, grades were “only signals,” pos-
sibilities for estimating one’s achievements and governing study behav-
ior. Time-wasting, time spent abroad without acquiring credits, time off for 
work, etc., were possible and were not to the detriment of students or the 
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universities. Neither were the so-called “Scheinstudenten,” those who were 
matriculated but did not pursue their studies, as they didn’t burden the real 
number of students, or the professors, exams, or general capacities of the 
universities (ibid., 19). 

At the same time, student numbers after the Second World War contin-
ued to grow. In 1955 123,000 students were studying at German univer-
sities, by 1960 their number had grown to 200,000 (Jarausch 1984, 215). 
By 1975, there were 780,000 students, by 1985, 1.2 million. The num-
ber of fi rst-year students in 2011, after a double-year of highschool gradu-
ates and the suspension of compulsory military service, had increased 10% 
from 2010 (cp. Statistisches Bundesamt 2013, 12f.). The amount of students 
continues to increase: in the year 2013 507,000 students started at a Ger-
man university (cp. Statistisches Bundesamt 2014a), in 2000 this was only 
314,000 (cp. Statistisches Bundesamt 2014b).

Large lectures with several hundred students and seminars with over 
one hundred students had already been a part of the university experience 
since the 1960s with its educational reforms and expansions (cp. Groppe 
2008). Even then, the foundation of new colleges and the expansion of ex-
isting universities could not keep up with the increase of students. On top 
of this, in the 2000s educational policy requirements were introduced aimed 
at stronger professional qualifi cations of the students. This became refl ect-
ed in the grading systems and modularization of the study courses. The po-
litical argument that the under-structured landscape of the old system had 
caused a high dropout rate led to formal standardizations and conceptual re-
orientation of the courses offered at universities. However, it did not lead to 
a comprehensive institutional re-differentiation of the tertiary sector. Instead 
– even since the educational expansion of the 1960s – the universities them-
selves have grown as the “royal institution” (cp. Eßbach 2009, 20ff.) of the 
landscape for higher learning. As of the academic year 2013/14, 1,700,000 
students are studying at 106 universities in Germany, while another 850,000 
students are studying at 212 applied colleges (cp. Statistisches Bundesamt 
2014c, 2014d). 

The 1972 ruling of the Bundesverfassungsgericht on the unconstitution-
ality of the numerus clausus (a limit on the numbers of students accept-
ed into each subject), which may only be tolerated in emergency situations 
“within the limits of what is strictly necessary under the exhaustive use of 
existing educational capacities,” (Bundesverfassungsgericht 1972, quoted 
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after Eßbach 2011, 117) created the foundations for a situation in which 
the overcrowding of universities became the norm. The so-called “opening 
decree” of the KMK from 4 November 1977 exacerbated this situation by 
forcing universities and colleges to temporarily accept huge numbers of stu-
dents until the the state had been able to build new universities. At the same 
time, the universities were able to keep the interpretive pattern of “educa-
tion through science” as an “institutional fi ction” alive (Eßbach 2011) by 
under-structuring the study courses (i.e. the one-phase model with fi nal ex-
ams) and by leaving the attendance of educational offerings to the interests 
and decisions of the students. This was then considered a “free education-
al process.” 

However, it had become clear, already at the beginning of the 1980s, 
that the intended “undermining of the student mountain”, because one, af-
ter a certain time, reckoned with declining student numbers, had been an il-
lusion in the face of ever-more highschool graduates with an increased de-
sire to study. This led to the conception in the KMK – and elsewhere3 – of 
a fi rst phase of study with Bachelor degrees for all students. This would 
be followed by a strongly academic second phase with Masters’ degree for 
40% of all students, which would especially provide for a new generation 
of scholars (cp. Kultusministerkonferenz 2014). 

My second thesis is that only the former one-phase system of studies, 
with its weak regulation and lack of structure through standardization and 
exams, could maintain the interpretive pattern “education through science” 
independent from the growing numbers of students. In the classical era of 
the university 1800-1960, the concept and the implementation of the univer-
sity was to provide an academic context in which education through science 
could occur. The educational process of students was seen as self-referential 
and self-refl exive, as something that occurred without the immediate peda-
gogical direction of teachers or their management (vocational training, by 
the way, would automatically occur through scientifi c study). Thus two cen-
tral social values were linked together: science as research was a condition 

3 The Bologna reform process and its goals is not the object of analysis here. The 
formal modularization and content standardization of study courses with a view 
to improving student “employability” and the creation of a European university 
system can be directly linked to Bologna, and this is widely known. For a founded 
criticism of the reforms, see Münch 2009; Lenzen 2014. 
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for education; education was the functional legitimation of sciences in an 
institution maintained and fi nanced by the state. 

The debates surrounding collective identities and the relative autonomy 
of the universities are mainly being held by defenders of the ideal of the 
continental university with its mantra of “education through science.” They 
fi ght a losing battle: the new structures for teaching will become identi-
ty-constituting because they have signifi cantly changed the methods, work-
load, and self-understanding of university teachers. If the old universities 
were based on the principle of research, they are now constructed on the 
basis of the principle of education. One could, with path dependency theo-
ry, characterize this as an “exogenous shock,” one that will fundamentally 
change the institution and initiate a new path dependency while executing a 
pathbreak. Through Bologna, the university will become a pedagogical in-
stitution. 

With this, the foundational identity-constituting pattern, the “institution-
al fi ction” that designates and secures the university as a center for research, 
has weakened. The structures and the everyday institutional experiences, es-
pecially of teachers, no longer refl ect this pattern as their structural context. 
Wolfgang Eßbach has noted in another context that breaks in the past and 
present of the university remain invisible as long as enough teachers have 
been educated in the old system: “In countries such as Great  Britain, which 
began its Bologna process in the 1980s, the worry is currently mounting 
that they will no longer be able to cover the demand for university teach-
ers from their own graduates. They gladly hire German scientists, among 
others, because the one-phase, unmodularized old system of studies still 
provides the most qualifi ed […] graduates, who really command their dis-
cipline. Clueless German politicians then celebrate the international con-
stituencies of Anglo-Saxon faculties” [translation by K.S.] (Eßbach 2009, 
18). At this time, in Germany almost 100% of all professors acquired their 
academic qualifi cations according to the old one-phase study system and in 
individualized doctoral and postdoctoral trajectories. The collective illusion 
that the Bologna process merely changed the learning and exam structure, 
and that we now must only struggle for time for research, will continue 
for a while. At some later point, the insight that a fundamental institution-
al change has occurred will probably not generate any crises, because at 
that point the teachers who qualifi ed under the new system will not see this 
transformation as a problem. This form of almost confl ict-free change is 
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conditioned by a specifi c “generation mechanism” that cools off the poten-
tial for protest.4 

At the same time, the university is still an institution. This may sound 
more self-evident than it is: the university could have become “merely” an 
organization. Niklas Luhmann (1992, 93), in the face of the founding of the 
University of Bielefeld and the growing amounts of students, once sober-
ly stated that the university had become an organization.5 With this he was 
pointing out that an institution cannot survive without a fi ction that refl ects 
its values, its role models, and its structures. An organization, for the func-
tional execution of its tasks, does not need such a fi ction. I do not believe 
Luhmann’s dictum. The institution has not ceased to exist, nor has it been 
replaced by a functional organization. Instead, the institutional fi ction, the 
interpretive pattern, has changed. My third thesis is this, that out of the in-
terpretive pattern “education through science,” a new one, with “teaching” 
or “pedagogy” at its core, will arise. The factual transformation of the uni-
versity has not yet been refl ected in a new interpretive pattern, but I suspect 
this will be its necessary consequence. Professors are currently responsible 
for the development and success of their students. They regulate and (when 
necessary) sanction the students (for example in relation to certain forms of 
behaviour in the form of attendance or oral and written competences), and 
students may be excluded from completing their studies not because of lack 
of achievements, but e.g. by not keeping up with deadlines. If both students 
and teachers cannot avoid such issues if they wish to enter the institution, 
then the institution is no longer about independent education through sci-
ence, but about projectable and measurable inventories of knowledge and 
competencies that can only be mediated by teaching and lessons – that is 

4 The “generational mechanism” could also be observed in the introduction of the 
“W” salary system. Only newly appointed professors were affected, not those 
already in the system. Thus a clear protest was avoided, because those who could 
compare the old and new system from their own experience were not affected 
by the new system. New professors did not experience the old system or levels 
of salary. Another “cooling” mechanism of the current salary system is its 
achievement-based bonus system. 

5 Luhmann traces this development back to the student movement: “The con-
siderable levels of anarchy and violence in the years following 1968 served as 
reminders of the advantages of order. These advantages could not be retrieved 
through recourse to the idea of the university, but by recourse to the organization” 
[translation by K.S.] (Luhmann 1992, 95).
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to say, by decidedly pedagogical activities.6 Connected with these are the 
“pedagogical” reduction of requirements and a simultaneous parcelling of 
knowledge advancement, as well as an (at least postulated) close-knit super-
vision. Because all of this has been structurally enforced by national educa-
tion policies and global agents, we are faced with a pedagogical institution, 
in which processes of education and of teaching, as well the pedagogical ar-
rangement of development and responsibility, are at the very center of in-
stitutional action. In light of the fact that an institution orders the collective 
interactions of a society, expressing social norms and values while symboli-
cally stabilizing them, this means that the interpretive pattern of the institu-
tion will have to change.

That a change in the interpretive pattern of the institution “university” 
is not only being observed by insiders becomes obvious with the new “par-
ent introduction days” which now occur at many German universities.7 The 
campus magazine Unicum (Steinecke 2012) wrote: 

“It’s the usually everyday chaos of the winter semester at the law faculty 
of the Westphalian Wilhelms-Universität in Münster. The everyday bustle of 
students in the full-to-overfl owing lecture hall meets the eyes of Professor 
Thomas Hoeren. And yet, he doesn’t quite trust them when three persons 
appear before him: ‘There was a 17-year-old fi rst-semester student – not 
alone, but accompanied by mom and dad!’ The parents told him, ‘We want-
ed to see where and how our daughter is studying, and what she’ll be learn-
ing with you.’ The professor was gobsmacked. After the lecture on the right 

6 See also Münch 2009, 56. The fact that university didactics aimed at improving 
teaching and learning at the university have been around for a long time does 
not change the proposition that only the Bologna reforms made a pedagogical 
institution out of the university. Improving university education can be one goal of 
an institution that draws on different values for its interpretive pattern.

7 For example at the University of Freiburg, Münster, Osnabrück, the TU Dresden, 
and the University of Frankfurt am Main. See also Knoke 2013; Klein 2013; 
Locke 2011. Stefan Locke paraphrases the deputy chair of Studentenwerk Ost-
niedersachsen, Klink (Locke 2011): “In the case of student residences, nowadays 
80 to 90% of the students bring their parents with them, and they handle every-
thing. Many students have no life experience, they are easy-going and happy 
that the parents are taking care of them. ‘Problems in the residences used to be 
settled directly, now Dad gets a telephone call and he calls us in order to take 
care of things,’ says Klink. ‘But we don’t work like that. I tell the students, “You 
want to be in management? Then you can’t delegate this!”’ The Studentenwerk 
opened a residence for fi rst-semester students last October in Lüneburg and also 
invited parents. By afternoon, children and parents had to be separated, because 
the parents wanted to be in charge of room allocation” [translation by K.S.]. 
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to information, the mother of the student came up to him and said, “‘You 
speak with such a sense of humor, our daughter is in good hands.” That’s 
what she told me,’ says Hoeren.” [translation by K.S.]

In this account of the professor, the responsibility for education is clear-
ly handed over from parents to teacher. With her last sentence, the mother 
voices her assurance that the professor – at least in the lecture, but possibly 
beyond that – will ensure a learning and development environment for her 
daughter that matches the needs and goals of the parents.

The University as Subject of Educational Science 

One attempt to ignore the transformation of the university into a peda-
gogical institution is represented by the so-called “educational sciences.” 
“Education” (Ger. Bildung) is treated as a far more noble concept than 
“pedagogy,” as the former emphasizes the autonomy, individuality, and 
self-activation of the subject (cp. Meyer-Drawe 1999). “Education” thus 
bears all the characteristics of modernity, far more than pedagogy can. All 
postmodern disillusionment notwithstanding, the concept of education rests 
on these illusions and promises. The “educational sciences” can be used 
to refer to all the disciplines and sub-disciplines that concern themselves 
with the mental conditioning and developmental stages of a person (psy-
chology); the philosophical, social, or cultural foundations for development 
(sociology, philosophy, media sciences); their cognitive or mental founda-
tions (medicine, neuro-sciences); or their legal, political, and economical 
parameters (sub-disciplines of political science, jurisprudence, economics, 
etc.). The educational sciences also pertain to those disciplines tradition-
ally concerned with “educational goods” such as the humanities, philoso-
phy, or history (Terhart 2012). That universities currently want to distin-
guish themselves with the label of “educational sciences” may be a result of 
the described structural and quantitative developments (cp. Baader 2013): 
as universities increasingly fail at making education through science pos-
sible, they attempt all the more to keep the institutional fi ction alive: in-
stead of education through science, we get “educational sciences.” What 
used to be self-evident – also as an institutional fi ction (“education through 
science”) – has become refl exive. 
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The concept of “education,” however, has one disadvantage that peda-
gogy as a discipline does not: “education” and its sciences do not have the 
perspective provided by an analysis of pedagogical relationships, including 
a comprehensive examination of pedagogical actions, their requirements, 
and their consequences (cp. Baader 2013, 74f.). Pedagogy is therefore pre-
destined to analyze the transformation of the university into a pedagogi-
cal institution, although its scope is naturally not limited to the analysis of 
pedagogical actions and its institutions. Pedagogy can generally be charac-
terized as the discipline in which the relationship of individual and society 
in its mediation through upbringing, education, and socialization processes 
can be researched and processed. The historical study of education as a sub-
discipline of pedagogy examines its historical development and origins, as 
well as its effects on current topics and debates (cp. Groppe 2012b).

In this fi nal section, I will consolidate the previous analyses and theses 
into an open research program of pedagogy for universities. I will hereby 
put special focus on the prominence of historical education research: “Be-
cause history does not end with the present. Rather, one of the fundamental 
insights of the historical sciences is that, even when socialized and institu-
tionalized structures undergo revolutionary transformations, their orienta-
tions and boundaries of actions continue to affect social actors” [translation 
by K.S.] (Zymek 2013, 470). As I have postulated, in the case of the uni-
versity the overlapping of socialization experiences with different identities 
and orientations, that is to say the stratifi cation of experience and the “asyn-
chronicity of the simultaneous,” (Mannheim [1928] 1972, 517) has been re-
sponsible for the almost frictionless transformation of the institution. Differ-
ent academic generations of teachers enter the university at different points 
in time, thereby experiencing different institutions and thus different roles. 
Whereas current professors, socialized and educated in the old study and re-
search structures, are heavily infl uenced by the interpretive pattern of “ed-
ucation through science” and the research imperative, future generations of 
tertiary instructors will prefer an identity as “university teacher.” Increased 
pedagogization, the lack of space and time for research, and salary decreas-
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es8 are all symptoms of fundamental changes of the university as an institu-
tion, the defi nition of its duties, and the roles associated with them. 

In order to understand such changes, a comprehensive study of universi-
ty-related socialization must take place. A historical analysis of education-
al system structures and processes, as well as their contextual requirements, 
should thereby be undertaken with the help of path dependency theory, 
which may also be in state to make predictions on future developments. 
From the perspective of this theory, the constitution and stabilization of 
chosen pathways within the educational system (cp. Zymek 2013), for ex-
ample after Bologna, can be detailed and explained. Not only can the struc-
tures of the educational system and individual institutions be described by 
path dependency theory as contexts of socialization, but the development of 
the system can be examined as a processual occurrence, in both its stability 
and in its transformative potential. The theory of path dependency thus also 
draws attention to the import of history on these processes – history mat-
ters! A path can only be understood through its historical genesis; this only 
becomes visible through an analysis of the past. 

Path dependency theory has been criticized by the social sciences as a 
deterministic model that reduces actors to the “executors” of a given path 
(cp. Schreyögg et al. 2003; Beyer 2006, 256ff., 262f.). But those on a cer-
tain path can also put the path into question from within, instead of only 
having it be affected by “exogenous shocks.” A reduction in the increas-
ing returns can weaken path dependencies and lead to changes of direc-
tion (Tiberius 2012, 265). How such changes come about remains unclear. 
Thus this perspective must be amended with a historical and topical study 
of socialization, in which experiences of socialization, preservation of val-
ues, and the orientations for the actions of actors and their meanings for the 
institutions can be determined. The transformation of and the mechanisms 
for leaving a path have also recently become part of the investigations of 
path dependency theory. For example, the assumption of a critical junc-
ture for the establishment of a new path has been questioned, and incremen-
tal processes have been put in the foreground (cp. Djelic and Quack 2007). 

8 To be clear: the factual salary decreases involved in the new W-salary system 
were justifi ed as performance-dependent payments encouraging high achievers. 
They also signaled that former qualifi cations (doctorates, post-doctorates, junior 
professorships, publications, projects, etc.) are only suffi cient for a basic salary 
equal to (or sometimes even less than) the salary of a secondary school teacher 
with professional experience.
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The perspective of the actors themselves, both historical and current, must 
be taken into account in order to understand institutions and their path de-
pendent developments as contexts for socialization, and to analyze them as 
such. 

The research interest of pedagogy can encompass the entire lifespan, yet 
it remains unavoidable that most studies within the discipline will be con-
centrated on childhood and youth and their specifi c institutions: in the sense 
of path dependency, pedagogy will always be especially prominent wherev-
er decidedly pedagogical institutions and professions can be found. It has 
been the core of the disciplinary identity since the 1960s. That pedagogical 
relations and not sozialisation contexts, pedagogical institutions etc. remain 
the focus of most research within pedagogy – in contrast to other disci-
plines – is also justifi ed. Pedagogy cannot only position itself as an “edu-
cational science,” as it would lose much of its specifi city as a discipline. If, 
however, the task of pedagogy as a discipline could be more broadly con-
ceived, then as previously mentioned: as that realm of study dedicated to 
the examination of the relationship between individual and society in its 
mediation through upbringing, education, and socialization processes. If this 
is the case, then pedagogy must also dedicate itself to those research areas 
that have not been primarily defi ned as pedagogical institutions, but still 
move within the thematic area of the relationship of the individual and soci-
ety. In the case of the university, such an examination will be all the easier, 
because it is currently transforming into a pedagogical institution. 

For the pedagogical study of the university, the following research per-
spectives would be central, in both their historical and topical dimensions: 
the research of socialization, the research of professions, and the research 
of institutions. Especially those who teach must be asked about their social 
identities and their professional selves, and they must be differentiated into 
age groups in the sense of an institution-specifi c generational study. In this 
context, differences between professional ambitions and everyday universi-
ty life must be examined, as well as connected changes of the profession-
al self. This is especially relevant to the current situation, in which an older 
generation of professors are teaching in a new system. Their attitudes and 
practical dealings with this new system of studies must be investigated: for 
example, if and how a divergence between self-perception and the system 
of study makes itself known, and if and how different concepts of the pro-
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fession can be revealed between the generations. This would be rewarding 
for longitudinal studies of at least the entire 20th century. 

A study of socialization in its broadest sense would examine the uni-
versity as a social and as a pedagogical space. This includes an examina-
tion of the pedagogical architecture (the mediation of science and study ide-
als) and the spatial arrangements of interactions (from the lecture hall to the 
professor’s offi ce). The attitudes and transformations of the student status 
can be studied in long-term historical analyses as well as in studies of gen-
erations of students before, during and after their studies. What notions of 
the university do students bring to their studies, how do they originate, and 
how do they change during their studies? And fi nally: school pedagogy and 
teaching research must examine seminars and lectures to identify the learn-
ing motivations of the students and the pedagogical actions of the teachers. 
Seminars and lectures at the university must be understood as environments 
for learning and interactions between students and teachers. All such per-
spectives can be researched both quantitatively and qualitatively: with case 
studies of individual universities, comparisons between universities, or in 
quantitative comparisons of the whole Bundesrepublik. 

A study of socialization or profession would remain incomplete without 
research into theories, ideas, and discourses. Theories, ideas, and discourses 
form and structure the entire pedagogical fi eld, as well as individual insti-
tutions and the orientations for pedagogical and institutional actions within 
them. Institutional interpretive patterns or fi ctions, discourses about the de-
velopment of the university, and theories of science all infl uence institutions 
and actors. They must be examined as ideal frameworks, as powerful ideas 
or theories, or as confl ictual discourses in order to distill their meaning for 
social processes with pedagogical implications, especially for institutions 
and processes of pedagogy, education, and socialization. 

One specifi c era is especially signifi cant to the current and future de-
velopments of the German university as discussed here: the long decade of 
the 1960s and its effects. This decade initiated the structural modifi cation 
of the universities from the professorship to the group university, and the 
huge increase of student numbers, which at least since the 1980s has made 
the anomaly of a university of the masses the systemic reality. This second 
step of modernization, after the fi rst around 1900 (cp. Herbert 2002), start-
ed a phase of transformation incredibly meaningful for the history of edu-
cation. The examination of its implications would allow current pedagogi-
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cal and educational-historical research to work together more closely than 
in any other fi eld of study.
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Anja Kraus
University as Knowledge Scenario. 
Bildung and Sustainability

University as a Topic of Research

Research on university is, in the fi rst hand, coined by a historical perspec-
tive (cp. Barrow 1990; Bourdieu 1988; Ruegg 1993; Groppe 2012). It fo-
cuses on special questions like academic teaching (cp. Ryegård et al. 2010; 
Grysell et al. 2007; Erhardsson et al. 2006; Gregson et al. 2015), gender 
questions (cp. Krais 2000; Wyer et al. 2001; Auga et al. 2010; David 2014), 
or questions of legitimation (cp. Langewiesche 2003). Furthermore, there 
are sociological science studies (cp. Latour 1987; Biagioli 1999; Bauchspies 
et al. 2005; Fuller 2006) and research on the effects of the actual politi-
cal agendas concerning university (e.g. Slaughter & Rhoades 2000; Biesta 
2010; Canaan & Shumar 2011; Biesta 2014; Stapelfeldt 2015). 

Research on university within the Humanities, and the Cultural and Ed-
ucational Sciences (e.g. Jaspers [1946] 1980; Heinrich 1987; Hug 1996; 
Bourdieu 2002; Derrida 2004; Masschelein & Simons 2009) is relatively 
rare and mostly quite neglected in the university development discourses 
today (cp. Groppe 2016). Scenarios of knowledge and knowledge acqui-
sition are ciphered out by the brothers Alexander and Wilhelm von Hum-
boldt as signs of Bildung and here mostly in terms of a polymath (Ger-
man: Universal gelehrter) and his/her education. Such a person of Bildung 
is supposed to take an active and responsible part in civic life. The exper-
tise of a polymath spans a signifi cant number of different subject areas and 
s/he draws on complex bodies of knowledge. Bildung thus means univer-
sal scholarship and scientifi c curiosity. Especially the Artes Liberales are 
considered essential for a person of Bildung. For Wilhelm von Humboldt, 
the word Bildung thereby “[…] signifi ed a distancing from everything prof-
itable and useful” (Gadamer 1992, 48, translated by A.K.). That means 
that the practical utility that society and the state expect from university is 
of secondary importance. University is moreover designed by the idea of 
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a personal context wherein the students so-to-say live with their tasks in 
terms of creating life scenarios. In Gadamer’s (ibid. 59) words: “The task of 
our human life in general is to fi nd free spaces and to learn to move there-
in.” There is thus a clearly manifested anthropological signature. University 
shall serve as an open space for the development of personalities, for con-
troversial discourses and for democracy. Hannah Arendt writes in “Truth 
and Politics” (1967, p. 260f.): “[…] The political realm recognized that it 
needed an institution outside the power struggle in addition to the impar-
tiality required in the adminitration of justice; for whether […] places of 
higher learning are in private or in public hands is of no great importance; 
not only their integrity but their very existence depends upon the good will 
of the government anyway. Very unwelcome truths have emerged from the 
universities, and very unwelcome judgments have been handed down from 
the bench time and again; and these institutions, like other refuges of truth, 
have remained exposed to all the dangers arising from social and politi-
cal power. […] And it can hardly be denied that, at least in constitutionally 
ruled countries, the political realm has recognized, even in the event of con-
fl ict, that it has a stake in the existence of men and institutions over which 
it has no power.” Arendt puts to the foreground of the university conceptu-
alization the question of how to connect what one wants and thinks to what 
one does. Under these conditions, the ultimate aim of university is an over-
all improvement of society by means of critical refl ection. In these and oth-
er continental approaches, the idea of university is thus fundamentally con-
nected to the humanist idea of Bildung, as well as to cultural (democratic) 
values. This association is today mainly used in arguments for a university 
that does not only convey information or expertise in terms of output, but 
also in terms of general refl exive skills. 

Scenarios of Knowledge in the Sign of Bildung: 
University and Vision

The idea of university as an open space can be referred to the initiatives 
by artists to create university. The “Free International University” found-
ed by Joseph Beuys and Klaus Staeck and the “Institut für Raumexperi-
mente” founded by the artist Olafur Eliasson can be of help to answer Ar-
endt’s question on how to connect what one wants and thinks to what one 
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does. In their 1973 “Manifesto on the foundation of a ‘Free International 
School for Creativity and Interdisciplinary Research’”, Joseph Beuys and 
Heinrich Böll point out that they will not allow social marginalization: “Its 
[the university’s] chief goal is the encouragement, discovery and further-
ance of democratic potential, and the expression of this. In a world increas-
ingly manipulated by publicity, political propaganda, the culture business 
and the press, it is not to the named – but the nameless [scil. tacit] – that 
it will offer a forum.” Olafur Eliasson in 2009 describes his “Institute for 
Spatial Experiments” in Berlin on its homepage as “[…] an experiment. To 
me, the experiment as a mode of inquiry is necessary if we are to insist on 
a constant, probing and generous interaction with reality. Or to put it dif-
ferently: by engaging in experimentation, we can challenge the norms by 
which we live and thus produce reality.” In order to, in the current times, be 
able to defi ne the free spaces of university as scenarios of knowledge and 
knowledge acquisition, there is obviously a need of defi ning general refl ex-
ive skills that meet the lifeworld of today. Accordingly, the intention of this 
article is to challenge the idea of university by controversially outlining the 
contemporary and future society’s prerequisites. Hereby, complex bodies of 
knowledge, the idea of a free space and critical thinking as characteristics 
of university will be held in mind.

Scenarios of Knowledge as Bildung – a Challenge

Today we live in a space of intense proximity. That means that the world-
wide economic, ecologic and human interdependence of locally separate in-
dividuals, communities, nations and cultures becomes more and more ob-
vious. Current developments such as e.g. the change of the world climate 
and the decline of important life resources, as well as problematic aspects 
of technologically based communication and consumption entail huge chal-
lenges for the world societies. Our lives are ruled mostly by phenome-
na of acceleration like digitalisation, climate change, and capitalist speed-
up (Avanessian 2013). Due to accelerated information traffi c, the growing 
commercial global interdependence and the increasing mobility of people, 
not least people living far away and their livelihoods may coin our lives as 
global neighborhood (when it comes to information technologies in terms of 
a “Global Village”, McLuhan 1962). We also face a shortage of the life re-
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sources that more and more people have to share. Each individual and a so-
cial community thus need coping strategies of global problems on the lo-
cal level. One has thus to be able to connect the knowledge about local 
and situated entities and contexts with that about the entanglements and in-
terdependences of diverse values, cultures and species, hereby transcend-
ing private interests, as well as national borders and continents. Even the 
“knowledge of machines”, survival strategies of diverse species, and other 
diverse forms of representation contribute to the plurality of knowledge sce-
narios possibly invoked here.

In a pedagogical sense, knowledge to be learnt is related to the ability of 
connecting and applying it to challenges at hand, sustainably caring for one-
self, for others, for the society and for the environment in a wide sense. Ac-
cording to Thomas Kuhn (1996) this knowledge unfolds as diverse forms of 
knowledge acquisition. In terms of scenarios of knowledge and knowledge 
acquisition one may fi rst think of school and informal learning settings, di-
dactics, curricula and designs of teaching and learning. In this contribution 
it will be argued that the concept of Bildung complements, subverts and 
widens this view. Even if complexity can be, so to say, shown in a nut-
shell (e.g. in a learning setting), it is not the local view, but a Bildung hori-
zon opening up the diverse scenarios of knowledge carrying future devel-
opment, and not least democratic development. The question of Bildung is 
thus how the values, agency and critical thinking of individuals are empha-
sized in a local, collective and global sense in terms of general openness for 
different approaches. Seen from this perspective, not least outstanding fi elds 
of social and environmental challenge – such as globalization, intercultur-
ality and interdependence, diversity and gender, humanism and democra-
cy and art, visual culture and media – already imply certain perspectives on 
Bildung and cultural values. 

Cultural meaning becomes most evident in the surpassing of the en-
forcement character of (social and other) events and actions. Cultural per-
formance comes into effect in the medium of physical and material expres-
sion, as well as in the diverse comments on it. A community applies cultural 
values in the handling and interpretation of verbalized and non-verbalized 
signifi cant characters (cp. Kuhn 1996). For instance, in cultural features, 
symbols and their sensual presence appear together. A sustainable way of 
dealing with social and environmental challenges accordingly presuppos-
es social, intercultural and ecological thinking and judging, characterized 
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by openness and fl exibility. Therefore neither empiricist nor naturalist evi-
dence shall be overstressed, nor a rationalist appeal to reason, or mere emo-
tion and faith. Furthermore, traditional knowledge monopolies, in a world 
of cultural diversity, are not only confronted by research on people’s local-
ized knowledge. Also, Bildung not least confronts the idea of a scientifi cal-
ly valid representation taking a refl exive place by putting the abstraction of 
a European masculine being as the template for conceptualizing the individ-
ual at stake. E.g. feminist, postcolonial, and materialist approaches regard a 
social context as formed by performative references to subjectivity and gen-
erality. They deal with the question of how objectivity is constructed, rea-
soned and fi xed. Following this analytical intention, concepts of diversity, 
gender and norm critique operate as promoters of Bildung. 

However, there are some unmistakable signs that the humanists did not 
quite succeed yet in explaining why Bildung and culture are important for 
the development of society today. In terms of being able to meet the huge 
social, cultural and ecological challenges of today, technological approaches 
are largely set out to be most appropriate. This corresponds to the fact of the 
vast development of technology in nearly all areas. Meanwhile, technolo-
gies even create self-adaptive and independent systems that need to be con-
trolled, as “[…] uncertainty of system requirements and environment can 
cause expensive, underperforming, and misbehaving systems” (Löwe 2015). 
E.g., in the area of Bildung, technological strategies are today not only en-
acted through the development of educational technology. Also new kinds 
of digitally-mediated bio-pedagogies of body optimisation, psycho-pedago-
gies of emotional maximisation, and neuro-pedagogies of brain empower-
ment (cp. Williamson 2016) challenge anthropological concepts of educa-
tion. In the fi eld of scientifi c research, such as Computional Social Sciences 
or Digital Humanities, Big Data, machine learning and networking etc. al-
ready play an important role. Will the future role of academics be only to 
follow up what the machines do? This question will not be answered here. 
There is research that reacts critically to the marginalization of Bildung by 
broad dissemination of technologies (see e.g. Maset in this volume). 

At this point it should be noted that the science and technology scenario 
is merely one among many different scenarios of knowledge and knowledge 
acquisition. As the concept of Bildung accentuates the diversity of knowl-
edge, it stresses that one also has to continuously and critically review the 
approaches to scientifi c research and their interdependences with socio-po-
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litically relevant discourses. It states not least that all different scientifi c re-
search has to be put at stake in terms of its policy effects. Accordingly, in 
the universities’ task to create scenarios of knowledge and knowledge ac-
quisition from the Humanities’ and the Cultural and Educational Sciences’ 
Bildung perspective, there are at least two approaches:

Firstly, there is not only the distinction of theoretical and practi-
cal knowledge, but a wide range of knowledge forms constituting diverse 
knowledge formats. Karl Mannheim (1936) thinks of them not in terms of 
learnt facts but in terms of all kinds of knowledge stocks underlying social 
phenomena. Knowledge formats are understood as the most decisive refer-
ences when giving answers to the social and cultural tasks of today. Philo-
sophical, scientifi c, aesthetic and other symbols and sign systems stand in 
complex relationships to one another. University functions as an archive for 
universals and, at the same time, as a community, as it deals with questions 
of highest environmental and social value by taking the abovementioned re-
lationships and interrelations into account. Of interest is then the idea of 
university deriving from a situation in which many events and processes si-
multaneously, but not necessarily dependently evolve. Here, multiple inter-
pretations occur in contradictory and complementary ways. Re-thinking the 
idea of university and scholarly life thus means to critically examine differ-
ent forms of knowledge.

Secondly, despite the disciplinary borders, the forms of knowledge in 
the Humanities show many similarities to those in practical fi elds, such as 
those of education. Not only formal logics and learning strategies are relat-
ed to each other, but also aisthesis is a form of understanding that art and 
pedagogical tact are connatural. One could fi nd many other examples.
To fi nd free spaces and to learn to move therein as the prevalent aim of uni-
versity education is then to explore the structures, dynamics and ideas in 
a fi eld in order to fi gure out its developmental potentials for Bildung. But: 
how to defi ne scenarios of knowledge in higher education?

Learning involves not only mimetic and imitating processes, but also ef-
forts of transformation and transfer. It can be based on an understanding of 
mistakes or on the confrontation with new knowledge and with the forms 
of dealing with it. The diverse forms of learning correspond with different 
formats of judgement and assessment of the results by forms of (re-)pro-
duction, reception and refl exion. The most important thing to have in mind 
is that knowledge is dependent on the way to know something. The order 
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of the things (Foucault 1971) is the order we apply to them. Such an or-
der forms itself along certain historical and cultural concepts of order (Thy-
en & Martignon 2006) as well as along cognitive, bodily, social, situational 
or staged formats of order (Wulf & Zirfas 2007). A pedagogy and didactic 
which refer to experience are about to visualize, apply, question and inter-
pret the different “ways of worldmaking” (Goodman 1987). Firstly, this is 
true for the disciplinary concepts and formats of order and for the everyday 
knowledge as well as of the formation of subjective perspectives, questions, 
opinions and abilities. Being enabled for giving judgements and independ-
ent intellectual work is thus based on a didactic attention to social interac-
tions and their cultural and social frames, as well as on the materials for, as 
well as the time-space-constellations of learning. 

Higher Education for Sustainable Development

We start from the idea of the future as not only bringing forward chang-
es for the better, but also new challenges for the movement of sustainabili-
ty which also cover social values, e.g. intergenerational fairness and human 
dignity in the world society, as well as environmental tasks, such as the sus-
tenance of species (World Commission on Environment and Development 
1987). The idea of sustainability in the fi rst hand transcends national bor-
ders and continents. A sustainable way of dealing with the earth resourc-
es and human integrity overall presupposes ecological and ethical thinking, 
characterized by fl exibility and the knowledge about enacted dignity. Entan-
glements and interdependences of diverse species and things are to be tak-
en into account; the research on the sustainable use of digital means is just 
in its beginnings. 

The concept of participatory development is a possible answer to these 
future challenges in terms of preserving and fulfi lling social values. It 
emerged in the 1970s and is carried by the hope that development proj-
ects will be more sustainable and successful if local populations are en-
gaged in the development process. Instead of the politically mainstream 
“top-down” governmental strategies, each individual would be enabled to 
react on the diffi cult conditions and situations and form them in a benefi -
cial way. Most manifestations of the participatory development movement 
seek to give “[…] a part in initiatives designed for their benefi t” to the per-



© Waxmann Verlag GmbH. Nur für den privaten Gebrauch.

56   Anja Kraus

sons concerned (Cornwall 2002, 11). The goal of participation is to empow-
er people to handle challenges and infl uence the direction of their own lives 
(Tufte & Thomas 2009). Accordingly, local populations are engaged in de-
velopment projects. Today, participatory development is employed by a va-
riety of organizations. It follows two perspectives (ibid.): The “social move-
ment perspective” defi nes participation as the mobilization of people not 
least against unjust hierarchies of knowledge, power and economic distri-
bution. Seen from an “institutional perspective” developmental projects in-
clude inputs regarding their design and implementation by relevant groups.

Accordingly, sustainable development in a pedagogical sense aims at 
sustainable learning. The knowledge to be learnt is then always related to 
the ability of connecting and applying it to the challenges at hand. How-
ever, one should not miss that, fi rst of all, in order to focus on sustainabil-
ity it must be possible to see the world as a meaningful and liveable organ-
ic whole. Insights into the different cultural and social contexts as well as 
the awareness of the vital signifi cance of species and things, forms of liv-
ing and actions can only be gained within forms of close and emotionally 
positive interaction. Comprehensive learning can only develop in a situa-
tion of pedagogical attention, providing for and supporting experiences, im-
aginations, exploration and insights. In short, sustainable knowledge is con-
nected to the personally framed experiences and understandings of one’s 
own position in concrete situations that provide for certain possibilities to 
act in a sustainable way. To develop such knowledge presupposes the feel-
ing of self-effi cacy. To help the individual to perceive her/him as self-effi -
cient means to make her/him see what s/he later is able to show her-/him-
self. Such education aims at developing the emancipatory potentials of the 
responses of each individual to the different questions of life (Waldenfels in 
Friesen 2014). Responses can be all kind of actions, reactions, or interpreta-
tions. The individual is able to see and to face the challenges in diverse ar-
eas of responsibility, if s/he knows about, is aware or becomes aware of a 
wide range of possible responses. These options are to be refl ected in terms 
of effecting a situation at hand for the best reachable benefi t for others, 
a social community, society and environment, as well as for his/her own 
good. One has thus to face and to learn how to deal with the manifold con-
fl icts of different norms and to develop shared modes to come to a decision 
on common aims and problem-solutions. The ethical approach to acting not 
least presupposes the contact and confrontation with the activities of others. 
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There must be a possibility to follow up long-term aims and to build up sol-
idary relations under a long-term perspective. This is not least true for sus-
tainable pedagogical relations. Interpersonal relationships thus also form the 
core of a university seen as a space of “living with ideas” (Gadamer 1992, 
48).

References

Arendt, H. (1968): Between Past and Future: Eight Exercises in Political Thought. 
New York: Viking Press.

Auga, U.; Baer, S.; Bruns, C.; Harders, L.; Hassauer, F. (2010): Das Geschlecht 
der Wissenschaften. Zur Geschichte von Akademikerinnen im 19. und 20. 
Jahrhundert. Frankfurt/M.: Campus. 

Avanessian, A. (2013): Criticism – Crisis – Acceleration. In: Ligorio, D. (ed.): 
Survival Kits. An Artist’s and Thinker’s Book. Berlin: Sternberg Press, 56-61.

Bauchspies, W.; Croissant, J.; Restivo, S. (2005): Science, Technology, and Socie-
ty: A Sociological Perspective. Oxford: Blackwell. 

Barrow, C.W. (1990): Universities and the Capitalist State. Corporate Liberalism 
and the Reconstruction of American Higher Education, 1894–1928. Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press.

Biagioli, M. (ed.) (1999): The Science Studies Reader. New York: Routledge.
Biesta, G.J.J. (2014): Evidence-Based Policy and Practice. In: D.C. Phillips (ed.), 

Encyclopedia of Educational Theory and Philosophy. Volume 1. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage, 309-311.

Biesta, G.J.J. (2010). Good Education in an Age of Measurement: Ethics, Politics, 
Democracy. Boulder, Co: Paradigm Publishers.

Björklund, E.; Grysell, T. (2007): Förväntade lärandemål. Ett arbete från en 
projektbaserad universitetspedagogisk kurs vid Umeå universitet. Umeå 
Universitetet: Skriftserie från Universitetspedagogiskt centrum, 2007:1. 
Available at: http://www.upl.umu.se/digitalAssets/23/23491_08-forvantade-
larandemal_1_07_web.pdf [last access: 2017-04-07]

Bourdieu. B. (1984): Homo Academicus. Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit.
Bourdieu, P. (2002): Sur l’esprit de la recherche. Paris: Le Temps des Cerises. 
Canaan, J.E.; Shumar, W. (2011): Structure and Agency in the Neoliberal Univer-

sity. New York: Routledge.
Cornwall, A. (2002): Benefi ciary, Consumer, Citizen: Perspectives on Participati-

on for Poverty Reduction. Gothenburg: Sida Studies. 
David, M. (2014): Feminism, Gender and Universities. Politics, Passion and Ped-

agogies. Farnham, Burlington: Ashgate.
Derrida, J. (2001): L’Université sans condition. Paris: Galilée. 



© Waxmann Verlag GmbH. Nur für den privaten Gebrauch.

58   Anja Kraus

Eliasson, O. (2009): Institut für Raumexperimente. Available at: raumexperimente.
net/en/ [last access: 2017-05-29].

Erhardsson, M.; Englund, B.; Falk-Lundqvist, Å.; Skåreus, E. (2006): Gestaltande 
metoder i universitetspedagogik. Bildskapande och forumspel. Umeå Univer-
sitetet: Skriftserie från Universitetspedagogiskt centrum, 2006:1. Available at: 
http://www.upl.umu.se/digitalAssets/23/23490_07-gestaltande_ metoder_web.
pdf [last access: 2017-04-07].

Foucault, M. (1971): The Order of Things. An Archaeology of the Human Scien-
ces. New York: Pantheon Books.

Friesen, N. (2014): Waldenfels’ Responsive Phenomenology of the Alien: An Int-
roduction. Phenomenology & Practice, 7/2, 68-77. 

Fuller, S. (2006): The Philosophy of Science and Technology Studies. New York: 
Routledge.

Gadamer, H.-G. (1992): The Idea of the University – Yesterday, Today, and To-
morrow. In: Misgeld, D., Nicholson, G. (eds.): Hans-Georg Gadamer on Ed-
ucation, Poetry, and History: Applied Hermeneutics. New York: State Univer-
sity of New York Press, 47-56.

Geertz, C. (1983): Local Knowledge. New York: Basic Books.
Goodman, N. (1987): Ways of Worldmaking. Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing.
Gregson, M.; Hillier, Y.; Biesta, G.; Duncan, S.; Nixon L.; Spedding, T.; Wak-

ling, P. (2015): Refl ective Teaching in Further, Adult and Vocational Educa-
tion. London: Bloomsbury.

Groppe, C. (2012): Bildung durch Wissenschaft: Aspekte und Funktionen eines 
traditionellen Deutungsmusters der deutschen Universität im historischen 
Wandel. In: Bildung und Erziehung, 65/2, 169-181.

Groppe, C. (2016): Die deutsche Universität als pädagogische Institution. Analy-
sen zu ihrer historischen, aktuellen und zukünftigen Entwicklung. In: Blöme-
ke, S.; Caruso, M.; Reh, S.; Salaschek, U.; Stiller, J. (eds.): Traditionen und 
Zukünfte. Beiträge zum 24. Kongress der Deutschen Gesellschaft für Erzie-
hungswissenschaft. Verlag Barbara Budrich, Opladen and Toronto, 57-76.

Haraway, D.J. (1991): Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism 
and the Privilege of Partial Perspective, in: Haraway, D.J.: Simians, Cyborgs, 
and Women: the Reinvention of Nature. New York: Routledge, 183-201. 

Heinrich, K. (1987): Zur Geistlosigkeit der Universität heute. Universität Olden-
burg. Available at: http://oops.uni-oldenburg.de/1358/1/ur8.pdf [last access: 
2017-04-07].

Hug, T. (1996): Wissenschaftsforschung als Feldforschung – ein erziehungswis-
senschaftliches Projekt. Störfaktor. Zeitschrift kritischer Psychologinnen und 
Psychologen, 8/3, 45-63.

Jaspers, K. ([1946] 1980): Die Idee der Universität. Berlin, New York: Springer.

http://www.upl.umu.se/digitalAssets/23/23490_07-gestaltande_ metoder_web.pdf


© Waxmann Verlag GmbH. Nur für den privaten Gebrauch.

   59University as Knowledge Scenario

Krais, B. (2000): Wissenschaftskultur und Geschlechterordnung. Über die verbor-
genen Mechanismen männlicher Dominanz in der akademischen Welt. Frank-
furt/M., New York: Campus.

Kraus, A. (2015): Scholarly Principles in Teacher Education. What Kind of Sci-
ence Serves a Practice-Oriented Teacher Education? Münster, New York, 
Munich, Berlin: Waxmann. 

Kuhn, T. (1996): The Structure of Scientifi c Revolutions. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press.

Löwe, W. (2015): Software Technology for Self-Adaptive Systems. Research Proj-
ect at the Linnaeus University Sweden. Available at: http://welf.se/fi les/stsas.
pdf# [last approach: 2017-04-07].

Masschelein, J., Simons, M. (2009). From Active Citizenship to World Citizen-
ship: A Proposal For a World University. European Educational Research 
Journal, 8/2, 236-248.

McLuhan, M. (1962): The Gutenberg Galaxy: The Making of Typographic Man. 
Toronto: University of Toronto Press.

Langewiesche, D. (2005): Wozu braucht die Gesellschaft Geisteswissenschaften? 
Wieviel Geisteswissenschaften braucht die Universität? In: Keisinger, F.; 
Seischa, S.; Müller, M.; Lang, T.; Steinacher, A.; Wörner, C. (eds.): Wozu 
Geisteswissenschaften? Kontroverse Argumente für eine überfällige Debatte. 
Frankfurt/M., New York: 29-42.

Latour, B. (1987): Science in Action. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.
Rüegg, W. (2004): Geschichte der Universität in Europa, 4 Volumes, Munich: 

C.H. Beck.
Ryegård, Å.; Apelgren K.; Olsson, T. (2010): A Swedish perspective on pedagog-

ical competence. Uppsala University: Division for Development of Teach-
ing and Learning. Available at: http://www.upl.umu.se/digitalAssets/45 
/45329_a-swedish-perspective-on-pedagogical-competence.pdf [last access: 
2017-04-07].

Slaughter, S.; Rhoades, G. (2000): The Neo-Liberal University. New Labor Forum 
(Spring), 23-42.

Stapelfeldt, G. (2015): Bildung – Von der Utopie zur neoliberalen Wissens-
gesellschaft. Hamburg: Kovač.

Thyen, A.; Martignon, L. (2006): Von der Ordnung des Wissens. Journal für Phi-
losophie: der Blaue Reiter 6, 11-17.

Tufte, M., Thomas, P. (2009): Participatory Communication a Practical Guide. 
Washington, DC: World Bank. Available at: http://documents.worldbank.
org/curated/en/682081468166154717/Participatory-communication-a-practi-
cal-guide [last access: 2017-04-07]. 

Williamson, B. (2016): Coding the Biodigital Child: The Biopolitics and Peda-
gogic Strategies of Educational Data Science, Pedagogy, Culture & Society, 
24:3, 401-416, DOI: 10.1080/14681366.2016.1175499.

http://welf.se/files/stsas.pdf#
http://www.upl.umu.se/digitalAssets/45/45329_a-swedish-perspective-on-pedagogical-competence.pdf
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/682081468166154717/Participatory-communication-a-practical-guide


© Waxmann Verlag GmbH. Nur für den privaten Gebrauch.

60   Anja Kraus

Wulf, C.; Zirfas, J. (2007): Pädagogik des Performativen. Theorien, Methoden, 
Perspektiven. Weinheim, Basel: Beltz.

World Commission on Environment and Development (1987): Sustainability. Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press. 

Wyer, M.; Cookmeyer, D.; Barbercheck, M. (eds.) (2001): Women, Science and 
Technology: A Reader in Feminist Science Studies. New York: Routledge.

Institut fuer Raumexperimente: http://raumexperimente.net/en/ [last access: 2017-
04-07].

The Free International University (FIU): https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Free _Inter-
national_University [last access: 2017-04-07].

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Free_International_University


© Waxmann Verlag GmbH. Nur für den privaten Gebrauch.

Pierangelo Maset
Dark Pedagogy 4.0: Art as a School Subject in the Wake 
of Competence Orientation and Digitalization1

The institution I work for organizes an “academic day” each year during 
which prizes are awarded. In 2016 several teaching prizes were awarded, 
e.g. for the “Facilitation of Understanding with a ‘Classroom Response Sys-
tem’ and accompanying E-Assessments in the Course ‘Technical Mechan-
ics’” or for the “‘Classroom Response System’ for Learning Assessment.”

The titles of these prizes refl ect the current digitalization of education. 
Digital and pedagogical mainstream discourses have initiated a relation-
ship with each other, and its effects and consequences can be felt by eve-
ryone who works in schools or higher education. Lesson-planning and be-
havioristic models can today celebrate their revival as perpetual zombies of 
pedagogic-psychological systemic thought, and they meet only rarely with 
opposition. Such opposition has itself become diffi cult in times of self-ref-
erential feedback loops and automated consensus which have permeated the 
entire educational system, from ministerial bureaucracy to the administra-
tion of schools and universities to their hard-working teachers and ever-on-
line learners.

My thesis is that a new type of “dark pedagogy” is at work, which to-
day is above all shaped by the terms competence, controlling, digitalization, 
and cybernetics. In the 1970s, Katharina Rutschky collected several exam-
ples of the stranger outgrowths of pedagogical theory in her text collection 
“Schwarze Pädagogik” (“Dark Pedagogy”) (1977): the texts ranged from 
the “Deadly Consequences of Disobedience” to “Childhood as a Disease” to 
“Prevention of Onanism during School Hours.” If one were to examine to-
day’s publications with a similar project in mind, one would certainly fi nd 
less funny but equally terrifying texts, as today a large part of education and 
educational literature is drowning in technocratic language formulas long 

1 Translated by Anja Kraus and Kareth Schaffer, fi rst published: Maset, Pierangelo 
(2017): Schwarze Pädagogik 4.0. Das Fach Kunst im Sog von Kompetenzorientie-
rung und Digitalisierung. In: BDK-Mitteilungen (1), p. 24–27.
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since devoted to new forms of programmation and control. Rutschky be-
gan her book with: “‘Dark pedagogy’ is the biased attempt to document the 
consequences of the pedagogical attention adolescents have received since 
the 18th century” (1977 p. XV). As a starting point, she chose a famous pas-
sage from the Dialectic of Enlightenment: “Not the good but the bad is the 
subject maner of theory. […] Its element is freedom, its theme oppression.” 
(Adorno & Horkheimer [1944] 2002, p. 181)

Control and Predictability

Today’s pedagogic attentions are concerned with the diagnostic, psychomet-
ric, and competence-oriented aspects of pedagogical processes, such aspects 
that can be reduced to measurable and predictable units. A cybernetic per-
spective accompanies this examination of educational processes. Students 
as well as teachers are subject to controlling measures. Whether at schools 
or universities or outside of them, everyone is subjected to comprehensive 
methods of measurement and self-regulation (quality management, evalu-
ations, etc.) that dictate a signifi cant part of their working hours. Teachers 
are expected to pass on these procedures to others in order to create con-
trol loops in which nothing slips through the cracks. These are the tangi-
ble effects of the new pedagogical mainstream, which has clearly turned 
away from the “indeterminate freedom” historically linked to the concept 
of Bildung towards more easily determined and small-scale skills and abil-
ities. This development represents a tremendous burden for art as a school 
subject: since Schiller’s letters on aesthetic education (Schiller 1965), this 
subject has always been defi ned by its notion of freedom. This important 
historical achievement has today been re-valued by an orientation towards 
competences and by digitalization. Methods derived from TQM (“Total 
Quality Management”) are increasingly interfering in the discipline. This 
can be confi rmed by anyone who has witnessed the reforms in teacher edu-
cation of the past two decades. 

In any case, this orientation towards competences is either presented as 
an “opportunity” (see Peters & Aden 2011), or is affi rmatively considered 
as without alternative. In the subject of art, the latter is particularly ques-
tionable, as one of the main strengths of this discipline is to move outside 
and beyond measurable standards. Even for the above-mentioned authors it 
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is clear that “art [...] derives a large part of its productivity from the produc-
tive transgression of existing norms and existing meanings” (Peters & Aden 
2011p. 10), and in their text one also fi nds some striking arguments against 
competence orientation. Nevertheless, for pragmatic reasons, an intermedi-
ate position is proposed: “It is urgent to consider whether the aesthetic sub-
jects can agitate against the hegemonic discourses on competency, instead 
of for the most part neglecting them” (ibid., p. 24). However, how should 
this middle position be established, if even the authors themselves speak 
of “hegemonic” competence discourses? In any case, maintaining the as-
sertion of hegemony does not lead to its abandonment, but to an extension 
of its claims. At least according to Aden & Peters, the concept of “perfor-
mance” is one of the particularities of Art as a school subject. Jude, Hartig 
and Klieme (2008) also referred to this in an infl uential essay by the Fed-
eral Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF), which focused on com-
petence analysis. This text is a foundational text on competence orientation, 
and its methodological arsenal clearly signifi es the shift to “self-regulation,” 
“measuring instruments,” “video-based tests,” and to the “modelling of dif-
ferent areas of competence.” Today, most educational institutions practice 
according to the methodological principles of empirical research derived 
from this arsenal. Substantial means have been employed by the ministries 
and the funding agencies for the expansion of this ideological direction. The 
BMBF alone has invested a total of €500 million (see Gruschka & Klein 
2014) for “quality-intensive teacher training.” In the context of art pedago-
gy, Ernst Wagner, among others, has emerged as an advocate of competence 
orientation. He initiated the European Network of Visual Literacy (ENViL) 
in 2010. The name alone is bizarre – the acronym sounds like a mixture of 
“envy” and “evil.” The goal of the network is to develop the “common ref-
erence frame of visual literacy” (Wagner 2015, p. 109) in the sense of EU 
education policy, i.e. the standardization of the contents of art as a school 
subject by means of visual literacy. These days, this appears to be the only 
thing that can still justify art classes at all. Wagner writes: “We defi ne these 
competences as a combination of knowledge, skills, and attitudes that en-
ables learners to solve domain-specifi c tasks as well as challenges in eve-
ryday life in the fi eld of visual communication (e.g. the perception of art-
works or caricatures in newspapers, or the creation of pictures, architectural 
plans, or visualizations, just to mention a few examples)” (ibid., p. 108, 
[translation A.K.]). Interesting here is that the label “visual communication” 
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re-appears as a distortion of its former self. In the late 60s and the 70s, 
“VK” had been a highly ideological and, at the same time – contrary to its 
own self-understanding – a highly repressive approach (see Ehmer 1971). 
The website of the ENViL project reveals the involvement of Franz Bill-
mayer, who, similarly to the Visual Communication approach, vehemently 
insists on the abandonment of contemporary art in art class, and who wrote 
a “Polemics against the Art Orientation of Art Education” (see Billmayer 
2008). It is sobering that, with ENViL, many experts uncritically submit-
ted to a competence orientation which has as its core objective the training 
of a standardizing and regulating pedagogical attitude. Thus the work on an 
“aesthetic mentality” is replaced by a formation of the “cybernetic mental-
ity.” 

Competences over Education

One can only be astonished about the shallow conceptual reasoning with 
which the turn towards competence-based education systems could be 
planned and implemented. One widespread lexicon of pedagogy makes the 
following remarkably candid remarks: “Currently, there is no consensus 
about the term [competence-base education, A.K.] by the Social Sciences. 
The fi gures that have dominated education for some time (the distinction, 
for example, between specialist, social, and methodological competence) 
have not been acknowledged from all sides” (Tenorth & Tippelt 2007, 
p. 413). Where does the term’s infl uence come from then, if it cannot be 
precisely defi ned? A further look at the lexicon clarifi es a lot: “Beyond 
these classifi cations, “competence” may refer to discipline-specifi c or inter-
disciplinary abilities and skills to solve certain problems. Competences also 
form the basis for the formulation of educational standards, and in this re-
spect they include the motivation as well as the social and volitional will-
ingness to use these problem-solving strategies (following F.E. Weinert)” 
(Ibid.). “Competence” is defi ned by Weinert as the “availability of gener-
al problem-solving strategies” (Weinert 2001, p. 27). Such an understand-
ing is opposed to the concept of Bildung, which as such is opposed to nor-
malization, standardization, and control. Even the concept of “knowledge” 
plays only a subordinate role, because competence is not a question of dis-
cipline-specifi c knowledge, but of general and above all of generalizable 
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knowledge. If one examines the problem more closely, a striking genealogy 
is revealed. For example, the core principle for competence orientation, that 
“knowledge must become a skill,” has a prominent historical precursor: the 
Prussian general and military theorist Carl von Clausewitz formulated this 
exact sentence in the early 19th century (Clausewitz 2004, p. 73). 

In 2008, the Boston Consulting Group published a book entitled Clause-
witz. Thinking Strategy (BCG 2008). It is alarming that militaristic elements 
have been fed into pedagogical discourse through recent educational policy 
reforms. At our universities, staff working in so-called Stabsstellen (the reg-
imental staff of the military) are responsible for quality management, and 
student generations are referred to as Kohorte, “cohorts.” “This uneasiness 
can be seen in the … paradigm shift from knowledge to skill generated by 
the concept of competence, by which not only a managerial staff must be 
produced, but through which a regime of subjectivization is generated that 
categorically excludes other options – which is thus aimed at the subject as 
a whole and can thus be called totalitarian” (Gunia 2012, p. 6). The concept 
of competence is totalitarian insofar as it aims at the motivation and the 
will of the subject, according to Weinert’s defi nition. Thus, one of the great 
achievements of the Enlightenment, self-determination, is withdrawn and 
replaced by a concept of a subject penetrated by manipulation: “The sub-
ject of learning becomes the object of the competence planner. The psycho-
logical competence theory according to Weinert and the educational stand-
ards which are based on these sources are not only incompatible with what 
has hitherto been the theory of Bildung, they moreover contradict it. Com-
petence training does not educate people, it molds them” (Ladenthin 2011, 
p. 3). 

Moreover, both competence orientation and the quality management 
associated with it regularly lead to a reduction in quality, as Konrad Paul 
Lissmann has said: “Competence and the associated promise of objective 
educational standards and their measurability have resulted in a never-be-
fore-known partiality and arbitrariness in teaching practice, at the same time 
excessively increasing the associated bureaucratic effort” (Lissmann 2014, 
p. 50). All these aspects point to the fact that competence orientation as giv-
en rise to a new “dark pedagogy.”
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“Digi in the Valley” (Digi im Tal)

The digital technologies include a diverse training which has become the 
secret curriculum of a society in transition (see Maset 2010, p. 49ff.). The 
new technologies have colonized the real world: instructions from navi-
gator systems are executed by people, human consumption and media use 
are controlled and monitored; and technological simulations have appoint-
ed themselves as the extensions of transmitted human skills and actions. 
In our time, technologies deeply affect practices of learning and perception 
as well as military operations. The many small-scale regulations of compe-
tence orientation would not be feasible without technological possibilities; 
vice versa, digitalization is a decisive factor for today’s production of sub-
jectivity. As pedagogy increasingly adopts technological processes – from 
social networks to visual forms of presentation – it already acts in the sense 
of a “dark pedagogy 4.0.” Digitalization is by no means neutral, nor does 
it function according to the motto “it depends on what one makes of it.” It 
forces a fundamental annexation to its own logic. Dieter Mersch has im-
pressively elucidated the coercive nature of the new technologies, which 
limit the scope of our play and only admits what is already affi rmed with-
in the technically predefi ned (Mersch 2013, p. 49). It is therefore a com-
pletely wrong conclusion to place the future of art education in cyberspace 
or make it dependent on future technological innovations: “Art education in 
the future must moreover be oriented towards the principles of cyberspace 
placed in the real life, the connection of everything with everything, the 
creation of virtual communities and collective intelligence” (Meyer 2015, 
p. 269). The fact that digitalization does not mean increased freedom, but 
above all serves as instances of monitoring and control, should be obvious 
after the NSA scandal, the cyber-wars, and the immense infl uence of so-
cial networks. “We cannot expect much from the great data recirculation. It 
is moreover calibrated to turn our desires against us through their delayed 
fulfi llment. We can only destroy their programming” (Dany 2015, p. 120). 
How can one escape the pull that the new “dark pedagogy” has created? In 
my opinion, the fi rst step consists in asking what the work of art pedagogy 
and art education should be. Are they still relevant at all? Are concepts such 
as imagination, design, experiment, critical thinking, and historical con-
sciousness still central to our subject? What is the opposite of an App? And 
how do we deal with the singular, the event, the indeterminate, the purpose-



© Waxmann Verlag GmbH. Nur für den privaten Gebrauch.

   67Dark Pedagogy 4.0

less, and the senseless? I have tried to deliver the answers to these questions 
elsewhere. Here I leave them open.

References

Aden, M.; Peters, M. (2011): ‘Standart’ – Möglichkeiten, Grenzen und die produk-
tive Erweiterung kompetenzorientierter Standards in performativen Prozessen 
der Kunstpädagogik, Kunstpädagogische Positionen 22, Hamburg: Hamburg 
University Press. 

Billmayer, F. (2008): Paradigmenwechsel übersehen. Eine Polemik gegen die 
Kunstorientierung der Kunstpädagogik. Kunstpädagogische Positionen 19, 
Hamburg: Hamburg University Press.

Boston Consulting Group (eds.) (2008): Clausewitz. Strategie denken. München: 
dtv.

Clausewitz, C. von (2004): Vom Kriege. Erftstadt: Area-Verlag.
Dany, H.-C. (2015): Schneller als die Sonne. Aus dem rasenden Stillstand in eine 

unbekannte Zukunft. Hamburg: Edition Nautilus.
Ehmer, H. K. (ed.) (1971): Visuelle Kommunikation. Beiträge zur Kritik der Be-

wusstseinsindustrie. Köln: DuMont.
Gruschka, A.; Klein, H.-P.: Die babylonische Gefangenschaft des Bildungsmi-

nisteriums. Available at: http://www.wiwo.de/erfolg/campus-mba/lehrer-
bildung-die-babylonische-gefangenschaft-des-bildungsministeriums/100 
56470.html [last access: 2/2017].

Gunia, J. (2012): Kompetenz. Versuch einer genealogischen Ideologiekritik. In: 
Textpraxis 4, Münster. Available at: URN: urn:nbn:de:hbz:6-83429580473 
[last access: 2/2017].

Horkheimer, M.; Adorno, Th. W. ([1944] 2002): Dialectic of Enlightenment. Stan-
ford: Stanford University Press.

Jude, N.; Hartig, J.; Klieme, E. (2008): Kompetenzerfassung in pädagogischen 
Handlungsfeldern. Bonn, Berlin: BMBF.

Ladenthin, V. (2011): Kompetenzorientierung als Indiz pädagogischer Orientie-
rungslosigkeit. Available at: https://bildung-wissen.eu/fachbeitraege/kompe-
tenzorientierung-als-indiz-padagogischer-orientierungslosigkeit.html [last ac-
cess: 2/2017].

Lissmann, K. P. (2014): Geisterstunde. Die Praxis der Unbildung. Eine Streit-
schrift. Wien: Zsolnay Verlag.

Maset, P. (2010): GEISTESSTERBEN. Eine Diagnose, Stuttgart: Radius Verlag.
Mersch, D. (2013): Ordo ab chao – Order from Noise. Zürich: Diaphanes.

http://www.wiwo.de/erfolg/campus-mba/lehrerbildung-die-babylonische-gefangenschaft-des-bildungsministeriums/10056470.html
https://bildung-wissen.eu/fachbeitraege/kompetenzorientierung-als-indiz-padagogischer-orientierungslosigkeit.html


© Waxmann Verlag GmbH. Nur für den privaten Gebrauch.

68   Pierangelo Maset

Meyer, T. (2015): Thesen zur Next Art Education. In: BÖKWE. Fachblatt für Bild-
nerische Erziehung/Technisches Werken/Textiles Gestalten, Nr. 4, Wien: Be-
rufsverband österreichischer Kunst- und Werkerzieher/innen.

Rutschky, K. (1977): Schwarze Pädagogik. Quellen zur Naturgeschichte der bür-
gerlichen Erziehung. Berlin: Ullstein.

Schiller, F. von (1965): Über die ästhetische Erziehung des Menschen. In einer 
Reihe von Briefen. Stuttgart: Reclam.

Tenorth, E.; Tippelt, R. (eds.) (2005): BELTZ Lexikon Pädagogik. Weinheim, 
Basel: Beltz.

Wagner, E. (2015): Was bringt die Kompetenzorientierung für die Praxis? Bericht 
aus dem Comeniusprojekt „Gemeinsamer Referenzrahmen Visual Literacy“. 
In: BÖKWE. Fachblatt für Bildnerische Erziehung/Technisches Werken/Tex-
tiles Gestalten, Nr. 4, Wien: Berufsverband österreichischer Kunst- und Wer-
kerzieher/innen.

Weinert, F. E. (2001): Leistungsmessungen in Schulen. Weinheim, Basel: Beltz.



© Waxmann Verlag GmbH. Nur für den privaten Gebrauch.

Anja Kraus
Qualities of Academic Education – 
A Comparison of Discussions and Positionings 
in Sweden and Germany1

Abstract

For the last three decades, the goal of improving quality in educational in-
stitutions in Germany as well as in Sweden has been devised and extensive-
ly promoted. Even if it appears to be the same all over the world, the con-
cept of quality is not only determined by international and national policies, 
it is also subject to historical and discourse-related changes: It is culturally 
formed. Different interpretive patterns are applied, and there is not always 
coherence between practice and theory. The leading hypothesis of this con-
tribution is that neither of the two nations share the same material and ideo-
logical conditions for work on quality, nor is their handling of metric data 
the same. In this article, some of the historical developments and phenom-
ena that can explain the differences of discussions and positioning in Swe-
den and Germany will be outlined and compared with each other, not least 
with the goal of fi nding a common ground for defi ning pedagogical quality.

Quality as an Aim

Education policy has become a key factor for economic growth, compet-
itiveness and social integration. Enhancing global competitiveness is the 
special focus of diverse educational initiatives (Drezner 2001), furthered by 
international organizations such as the European Union (EU) and the Or-
ganization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). The two 

1 Translated by Anja Kraus and Kareth Schaff er, fi rst published: Kraus, Anja (2016): 
Qualität der schulischen Bildung – Diskussionslinien und Positionierungen in 
Schweden und Deutschland im Vergleich. In: Schulpädagogik heute H. 13 (2016), 
7. Jahrgang, Was sind gute Schulen? Available at: www.schulpaedagogik-heute.de/
SHHeft 13/04_Forum/04_16.pdf [last access: 2017-03-31].



© Waxmann Verlag GmbH. Nur für den privaten Gebrauch.

70   Anja Kraus

most outstanding international initiatives in education policy-making in the 
last decade are the intergovernmental Bologna Reform of 1999 and the Pro-
gram for International Student Assessment (PISA), which has been conduct-
ed every three years since 2000. The Bologna Reform, driven by the Eu-
ropean Commission, is an initiative with the aim of integrating European 
higher education, and is the most important example of international higher 
education policy. PISA is a study on student performance in secondary edu-
cation performed by the OECD. The recent campaign to improve quality in 
the educational context thus follows a political agenda that must be under-
stood globally, although it differs nationally. This article will focus on the 
policies and ongoing debates on education in Sweden and Germany.

In Sweden, the curricula and the general guidelines for the entire edu-
cation sector are centralized, i.e. decided by the national government. Thus, 
the management of educational institutions, especially with regard to bud-
gets and jobs, is very much subject to public political negotiation. This also 
applies to Germany, but to a much lesser extent. However, in recent times, 
there have been some shifts of political responsibility in both countries. 

Due to political reasons, in Germany political decisions on scientif-
ic research, education, culture, and the so-called “cultural sovereignty” (in 
German: Kulturhoheit), lie in the hands of the 16 federal states. Thus, the 
German Federal Ministry of Education and Research and the Standing Con-
ferences of Education Ministers of the Federal States (Kultusministerkon-
ferenz), both national bodies, had relatively little power due to the balance 
of power being statutorily determined by the German constitution of 1949. 
However, as an effect of the so-called PISA-shock in Germany in 2000, 
these two central government authorities attempted to increase their infl u-
ence on the education system: One of their strategies was through funding 
for education research. In the “Framework Program of the German Federal 
Ministry of Education and Research,” the following agenda to promote em-
pirical education research can be found (BMBF 2007, translated by A.K.): 

“Educational and scientifi c systems are increasingly becoming central 
factors in international competition. The new management system in the 
education system, which is data-driven and results-oriented, needs a pow-
erful empirical education research. The framework program of the BMBF 
shall help to structurally strengthen empirical research in Germany, to de-
velop it qualitatively and to improve the international networking, to pro-
vide knowledge for the reform of the education and the science system, and 
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to provide central tools for an output and evidence-based policy (education-
al standards, performance comparisons, evaluation of schools, educational 
reporting).”2

Thus, under a rather strong and specifi c political pressure, the education-
al institutions and educational sciences in Germany took up the question of 
quality, which until then had been rather alien to their refl ective traditions 
(cf. Honig 2002). As one can read in the quotation, this pressure was gener-
ated by means of concrete political control measures that were primarily di-
rected towards economic objectives. Furthermore, only a small part of the 
broad repertory of scientifi c methods, namely those of quantitative empir-
ical research and overviews, were suggested and in the following years fi -
nancially promoted in order to develop quality in the practical fi elds of ed-
ucation.

In contrast, education policy in Sweden is a task of the national govern-
ment. Here, the concept of quality also only recently emerged, in the mid-
1990s, in the context of the political management of education. The polit-
ical management of education is mostly guided by the statements of the 
Swedish Parliament as well as by the Swedish Offi cial Government Reports 
(SOU). These two governmental channels impart not only the legislative 
initiatives of the government, but also the practical implementation of such 
initiatives in the fi eld. In one such statement of the Swedish Parliament, one 
can fi nd the following agenda for the quality development of schools (trans-
lated by A.K.): 

“The school is to offer a high-quality education that strengthens the de-
velopment possibilities of the individuals and the economic growth and de-
velopment prosperity of Sweden. At school, the basis for lifelong learning 
must be laid. […] The school is an important part of our democracy, on the 
one hand as a preparation for active participation in social life and on the 
other as an important arena for taking over responsibility and infl uencing 

2 Source: BMBF 2007. In German: „Bildungs- und Wissenschaftssysteme werden 
zunehmend zu zentralen Faktoren im internationalen Wettbewerb. Die neue Steue-
rung im Bildungssystem, die datenbasiert und ergebnisorientiert ist, braucht eine 
leistungsfähige empirische Bildungsforschung. Das Rahmenprogramm des BMBF 
soll dazu beitragen, empirische Bildungsforschung in Deutschland strukturell zu 
stärken, qualitativ zu entwickeln und stärker international zu vernetzen, Wissen 
für die Reform des Bildungs- und Wissenschaftssystems bereitzustellen, zentrale 
Instrumente einer output- und evidenzbasierten Politik (Bildungsstandards; Leis-
tungsvergleiche; externe Evaluation von Schulen; Bildungsberichterstattung) wis-
senschaftlich zu fundieren.“
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children and young people. The school is even an important arena for the 
integration of children and adolescents into our common ethical understand-
ing. The aim is that all young people leave the school with suffi cient knowl-
edge and skills, with self-confi dence, and with a willingness to continue 
learning and participating in social life. […] With this perspective, the ques-
tions of development, quality and fairness get a dominant role in the future 
development plans.”3

Quality in Swedish educational institutions in this governmental paper 
is fi rst of all justifi ed in terms of social ethics, and, thus, in a quite compre-
hensive manner. As is also the case in Germany, education is declared a na-
tional task. However, a direct link between the national program and a par-
ticular scientifi c paradigm, as in Germany, cannot be seen in Sweden. 

Fundamental Considerations on the Comparison of the Ideas of 
Quality in Educational Institutions in Sweden and Germany

As all important world-political concepts such as democracy, human rights, 
etc., are interpreted differently in national, regional, social, and cultur-
al contexts, similarities in political objectives and uniformly standardized 
assessment systems may occur despite differences in underlying refl ective 
patterns. Large initiatives are inconsistently linked to social and cultural mi-
crosystems, as well as to institutions, practices, and actors in different coun-
tries. The historical, cultural, and social grammars of different language 
games (Wittgenstein 2001) can partly be traced back to demonstrable facts, 
to visible structures, and to specifi c actor perspectives, for example in (eval-
uative) interviews; however, they cannot be reduced to them (see Sundberg 
2012, 96). 

3 Source: Svenska Riksdag 1996/7. In Swedish: Skolan skall erbjuda undervisning 
av hög kvalitet som stärker individens utvecklingsmöjligheter och är till gagn 
för Sveriges ekonomiska tillväxt och framtida välstånd. I skolan måste grunden 
läggas för ett livslångt lärande. […] Skolan är en viktig del av vår demokrati både 
som en förberedelse för ett aktivt deltagande i samhällslivet och som en viktig 
arena för barns och ungdomars eget ansvarstagande och infl ytande. Skolan är 
även en viktig arena för barns och ungdomars införlivande av vår gemensamma 
värdegrund. Målet är att alla ungdomar skall lämna skolan med tillräckliga 
kunskaper och färdigheter, med självförtroende, med en vilja att lära mer och att 
delta i samhällslivet. […] Med detta perspektiv har frågor som utveckling, kvalitet 
och rättvisa fått en dominerande roll i utvecklingsplanen.” 
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Comparative interpretive patterns are generally not easy to determine, 
and hypotheses on them can hardly be verifi ed in the strong sense of the 
word. The academic trustworthiness of cultural differences that are not fac-
tually proven but are only established in hypothetical discourses, is funda-
mentally diminished. From a purely pragmatic point of view, however, the-
ory develops by means of practical experimentation (Carlgren 2012, 123). 
Comparative ideas of culture-specifi c and historically developed interpretive 
patterns should thus be understood as an experiment. In order to discern 
them in a specifi c cultural, historical, and/or individually determined per-
spective, a well-informed perspective is required, that is also distant to this 
very system of cultural reference. Methodically, one thereby applies eth-
nography and becomes easily entangled in its contradictions: Jürgen Budde 
(2016) points out that the ethnographic attitude can lead to an unrestricted 
expansion of a subjective view, as well as to the espousal of mere convic-
tions, thus leading to a reduced analytical distance. In terms of verifi cation, 
a description of interpretive patterns found in Swedish and German contexts 
may only have the value of a sketch of auto and hetero-stereotypes with se-
lected references (see Röcklingsberg 2009, 351f.). The following compara-
tive analysis is conducted with these considerations in mind. 

Common Starting Point 

Even if the defi nition of school quality is still a desideratum from the per-
spective of scientifi c pedagogy, (cf. Honig 2002; Kraus 2015), from a po-
litical point of view, the neoliberal paradigm of New Public Management 
is already a rule in both Germany and Sweden. Nearly worldwide in its in-
fl uence, it permeates all public life today (Dunleavy et al. 2006). This par-
adigm is a transnational view of the quality of public institutions as based 
on public choice approaches. Its ideology is formed by understanding citi-
zens as customers of public services. It aims to increase the customers’ free-
dom of choice regarding products (in the case of education, school profi les, 
etc.) as well as their participation and cooperation in production. Quality 
assessment (evaluation) systems operate according to this ideology. They 
are mostly propagated by quality assurance companies that are generally 
thought to be transparent due to their metric and standards-oriented proce-
dural features, which are considered to be “evident” (see e.g. KMK 2000). 
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Although Kerstin Martens & Dennis Niemann (2010) speak of a “power of 
ratings and rankings” and Sotiria Grek of a “governing by numbers” (2009), 
quality research sometimes also includes qualitative empirical investiga-
tions. Nevertheless, these investigations do not count as much as the metri-
cal ones, which moreover occupy the “evidence” label. 

One consequence of the Bologna process, initiated in 1999, as a Europe-
an New Public Management tool in higher education, was the rather strong 
and inevitable tendency to regard university as a prolongation of learning 
and training at school (“third sector of education”). At the same time, the 
idea of academic Bildung, with greater emphasis than previously, legitimiz-
es the aims of school education. Thus, the quality development of schools 
and universities increasingly goes hand in hand.

In Germany, large public surveys on efforts in school (school quali-
ty), such as PISA, are given high signifi cance and priority. These surveys 
are also increasingly important in the Swedish debate about the quality of 
education. While in Germany, the results in this survey shows steady im-
provements, Sweden witnessed continuing decline since 2000. The Swedish 
authors Eva Forsberg & Henrik Román (2014) described the widespread ex-
pectation that different education systems can be controlled in a coordinat-
ed manner by means of quality assurance programs. They have determined 
that the international campaign for quality has been characterized fi rst of all 
by powerful national interests. They show that national agendas are recently 
becoming more and more popular in the relations between the different na-
tions. References to other countries thus serve primarily to justify national 
interests and policies (cf. also Zymek 1975). In this sense, Luis Benveniste 
(2002) shows that local educational landscapes are not only changed in a 
technologically rational way by means of quality measurements, but that 
such evaluations and their results also contribute to the political legitima-
tion of control measures, and could also be easily abused for political pur-
poses.

Historical and Cultural Differences in Sweden and Germany

In Germany, dependence on the federal state school is compulsory for nine 
or ten years: From grades 1 through 4 or 6, children attend elementary 
school. Then, the youngsters are separated according to their academic abil-
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ity, and they attend one of three different kinds of schools: Hauptschule, 
Realschule, or Gymnasium, which differ in their learning pace and in their 
orientation towards vocational training. Only the gymnasium (ca. 40% of an 
age group) prepares students for university studies. In the last years, there 
has been a tendency towards more comprehensive and all-day schools. 

The centralized unitary school was introduced in Sweden in 1950. The 
Swedish school system is divided into two stages: The one-year pre-school 
and nine-year elementary school comprise the fi rst stage, which is followed 
by the three-year high school education (gymnasium). In Sweden, more 
than 95% of all pupils go to high school. Swedish high school is differenti-
ated into 18 different training profi les and a high school preparatory branch. 
Until 2011, the qualifi cations acquired in the elective branches of the gym-
nasium functioned both as vocational training and, at the same time, as a 
university entrance qualifi cation for a particular faculty. One could and can 
therefore speak of Swedish high schools as training institutions directed to 
the labor market. Thus, the relation of education and the labor market is 
viewed differently in Sweden as compared to Germany, where vocational 
training has for a long time, and is still largely decoupled from the general 
education system.

In Sweden, a comparatively strong orientation towards equality and di-
rect-democratic values during the 1970s resulted in the notion of quality 
arising fi rst from a national school (and university) level. In the sense of 
a development-oriented dialogical culture including co-determination, feed-
back, and discussion culture, schooling was described in a comprehensive 
way. In Germany, before the so-called PISA-shock, teaching models were 
based on reform pedagogical approaches and different ideas of school cul-
ture, as well as on didactic concepts and educational theories (Dijkstra & 
Seel 2004). The democratization initiative in the 1970s led to student rep-
resentatives being regarded as an active part of the organization of commu-
nity life in schools. However, the lobby of the pupils on the European lev-
el, the Organizing Bureau of European School Students Union (OBESSU), 
is far from being a global player such as e.g. the Organization for Econom-
ic Cooperation and Development (OECD) that provided the PISA-survey.

Today, one can moreover speak of an all-encompassing market orienta-
tion of the education system in both countries. In Sweden, the reform of the 
Free Schools Act in 1992, as well as an increasingly target and result-driv-
en school organization accompanied by a decentralization of school admin-
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istration, decisively contributed to the market orientation of the education 
system. In Germany, there is rather a tendency of centralization of govern-
mental power. In 2002, the Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs of 
the Federal States in Germany delivered a national plan of action for the 
fi rst time since the Second World War (7-point plan, see KMK 2002). This 
plan was developed in answer to the fi rst PISA results from the year 2000, 
and quickly resulted in a wide-ranging strategic quality work in the entire 
education sector in Germany. In Sweden, on the other hand, there was hard-
ly any direct reaction to the PISA results until 2004 (see Ringarp 2014a). 
This changed when, in 2004, there was a drastic decline in school perfor-
mance compared to 1994 (see Ringarp 2014b). This result was fi rst and 
foremost addressed by the highest school authority (Skolverket), which is 
responsible for quality assurance and for recommendations of curricula and 
assessment criteria. It works as a monitoring body for the Swedish Ministry 
of Education, including teacher education, the training of the school lead-
ers, test criteria, and curricula. When in 2006, the liberal and conservative 
parties won the majority in Sweden by a narrow margin, a brief intermez-
zo of the almost uninterrupted social-democratic era was launched, which 
came to an end in 2014. In this political interlude, reforms were signifi cant-
ly strengthened. The educational focus was put on teacher training, formal 
qualifi cations, and on increased output orientation, which was supposed to 
be as uniform (equal) as possible across the whole country. The new cur-
ricula for the different school subjects in Sweden are valid for respective-
ly three forms. They are oriented towards content and in this respect, are 
comparable to the German curricula before 2004, although they are much 
less detailed. The national tests in the forms 3, 6 and 9, which have been 
successively introduced since 2008, are also responsible for controlling the 
schools. 

Swedish school curricula also demonstrate a quite specifi c concept of 
knowledge. Since 1992, knowledge has been defi ned to include not only 
facts, but also familiarity, understanding, and skills (in Swedish: fakta, för-
trogenhet, förståelse, färdighet). In addition to familiarity, förtrogenhet 
means a type of knowledge that is close to acquaintance, habit, understand-
ing, or insight: Förtrogenhet is probably a matter of tacit knowledge (cf. 
Carlgren 2012). The grading system in Sweden is overall strongly orient-
ed towards application knowledge and refl exivity. Thus, for example, the 
formulation of assessment criteria is often based on Bloomian taxonomy, 
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i.e. on the basis of so-called active verbs. (See: Bloom 1956) The focus is 
thus not only on attained knowledge, but also as performed, refl ected, and 
questioned knowledge. In terms of the assessment, in 2011, the previous-
ly practiced orientation towards the Gaussian distribution was replaced by 
a six-stage grading scale which does not only to represent steps of expect-
ed performance (goals to reach), but also levels of independent refl exivity 
(general goals). Germany, already in 1938, introduced the six-stage grad-
ing scale and recently adapted it to the standardized ranges of competenc-
es. The learning goals are expressed in detail by standardized competence 
terms. The degree to which someone can carry out certain types of mental 
reasoning operations is described by psychological measurement, that is to 
say, by psychometrically standardized instruments.

Although the curricula of Swedish schools are much less detailed than in 
German schools, courses at Swedish universities, especially in teacher train-
ing, are much more elaborate and uniform than in Germany. At  Swedish 
universities, topics, goals, and even the scientifi c literature of academic 
courses are preassigned as the result of a many instances involving common 
agreement. With the aim of establishing equivalence in the quality of educa-
tion at the different Swedish universities, there are predefi ned qualifi cation 
objectives, sometimes for each seminar session. The numerous tests giv-
en in a seminar are designed to be as similar as possible nation-wide. This 
means that academic teachers are obliged to hold seminars according to de-
tailed specifi cations, and to test them in a more or less given way. A course 
plan is interpreted, but it cannot be changed by an individual university lec-
turer. S/he can only make suggestions that are negotiated in a complex pro-
cedure and, in many cases, these suggestions are ultimately decided central-
ly. This process may block the initiative. It is certainly not unproblematic in 
terms of independence from the Government.4 The idea of breaks between 
the semesters for the encouragement, support and promotion of scientifi c re-

4 “The freedom of research is protected according to the provisions of the law”. 
(In Swedish: “Forskningens frihet är skyddad enligt bestämmelser som meddelas i 
lag”, 2010:1408). (Kungörelse 1974:152 om beslutad ny regeringsform, available 
at: https://lagen.nu/1974:152); 2010:1408 expresses the independence of exercise 
of its offi cial powers as a public authority (“myndighetsutövning”). The German 
Constitution (Basic Law) Article 5 article III, protects the freedom of research 
and teaching: “Art and scholarship, research and teaching are free. The freedom 
of teaching does not release any person from allegiance to the constitution.” (In 
German: “Kunst und Wissenschaft, Forschung und Lehre sind frei. Die Freiheit 
der Lehre entbindet nicht von der Treue zur Verfassung”). 
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search does not exist in Sweden. Although academic freedom is also dis-
cussed in Sweden, other cultural values and discourses such as the student’s 
rights to equal and uniform study programs would to some degree appear to 
confl ict with it (see Degerblad & Hägglund 2001).

 

Discourse-based Differences 

A fundamental ideological difference between the two countries is the dif-
ferent goals of school education. In Germany, the allocation of students to 
the successor institution (workplace, university etc.) and the selection of the 
best are widely seen as natural goals of school education (see Fend 1974). 
In Sweden not so much competitive goals, but equality (jämlikhet) and eq-
uity (likvärdighet) have been established for nearly a century as the main 
principles of the Swedish school. The central values become apparent in the 
two countries in many ways, some of which have been mentioned above. 
The Swedish conservative-liberal government of 2006-2014 also led the 
way in discussing measurable performance and effort in educational dis-
course, as is already the case in Germany. The discussion was also held at 
local levels, but on a relatively small scale in comparison with the compar-
atively highly selective German school system (cf. Baumert et al. 2005). 

In Sweden, the tradition of lifelong learning and continuous competence 
development for everyone can be traced back to the ideas of the Dane Ni-
kolai Grundtvig in the 18th Century. It serves a context of professional ac-
tivity that is closely linked to vocational training. Just as it is also common 
in other professional fi elds, teachers and university teachers are continuous-
ly trained, and they are encouraged to do so by means of incentives, com-
mitment, etc. Professionalism is understood from the standpoint of ongo-
ing learning readiness. Interestingly, professional behavior appears to have 
different connotations in Sweden and in Germany: The admittedly outdat-
ed studies of Geert Hofstede (1989), for example, made the case that, in 
Germany, professionality is highly valued in terms of the power of deci-
sion-making, enforcement and strength, distance and unequally distributed 
power, the avoidance of uncertainty and positively formulated sovereign-
ty, competition, and achievement (Hofstede calls them “masculine values”). 
Expertise in Sweden is more directed towards motivation, team-orientation, 
equality, solidarity, and a good interpersonal atmosphere (Hofstede named 
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these “feminine values”). According to Hofstede (1989), the important 
Swedish values are thought to be guided by intuition and above all by con-
sensus, while the rational argument is the ultima proviso in Germany. Ratio-
nality can evolve as a hegemonic system. This is not only true for “the idea 
of power in Germany”, but also for the Swedish consensus-culture. More-
over, also a consensus-culture can unfold its own rationality, according to 
which even disparate ideas can be brought to a common denominator. Thus, 
little consideration is given to whether or not the positions are compatible 
with one another at all. Redundancies are often rather welcomed than nec-
essarily avoided (see also Forslund 2003; Röcklingsberg 2009, 538). 

When it comes to the systematic evaluation of quality, there is a very 
different historical legitimation of the collection of data in Sweden and in 
Germany. In Sweden the metrical paradigm of science seems to be much 
more self-evident in the fi eld of social science than in Germany. Historical-
ly, this can be attributed to the fact that, in Sweden, the principle of public 
access (offentlighetsprincip), and thus the right to inspect the fi les and doc-
uments of authorities and offi ces, has been constitutionally anchored since 
1766. This right has traditionally entailed a thorough and comprehensive 
documentation of all types of data (up to the “glass citizen”, see Boms-
dorf 2015). In contrast, this kind of data accumulation in Germany retains 
light connotations of the Nazi-era. Educational scientifi c research in Swe-
den also processes data in a quite different way than in Germany. In Swe-
den, for example, research-ethical guidelines on the handling of statistical 
data are more historically anchored and institutionally secured than in Ger-
many.5 Research-ethical guidelines are formulated in a pragmatic way for 
researchers as rules to follow, while in Germany they are part of scientifi c 
methodology and are a civic duty (see Triliva et al. 2013). 

In Sweden, the paradigmatic openness of science is emphasized. For in-
stance, in examinations, there are detailed chapters on the research perspec-
tive taken from a philosophical-epistemological point of view, and in the 
supervision of doctoral theses it is particularly emphasized that the candi-
date’s paradigm consciousness is to be advised (see SOU 1981). The idea 
that quality development and control in the fi eld of education can be under-
stood from the point of view of an awareness of the basic theoretical as-

5 For more on Swedish research ethics see: Vetenskapsrådet.
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sumptions underlying improvement efforts, thus, assumptions not necessar-
ily connected with reality can only be suggested here.

Conclusion

In Germany and Sweden, the vision of benefi tting from globalization by the 
“power of ratings and rankings” has resulted in a process of nationalization. 
After PISA and the Bologna Reforms for the university sector, in-depth 
policy reform processes led to the close scrutiny of the educational sys-
tems in both countries. By means of global measurement accuracy, an in-
creased governance and control of the various elements of education should 
be reached. The evaluation methods used in the metric testing of PISA etc., 
and the university assessments are thus for the most part similar in both 
countries (and all over the world). This can give the impression that the re-
sults of these evaluations should also be comparable. However, the different 
agendas show that the discussions on the quality of education are very dif-
ferent in the two countries. Instead of being bridged and equalized, the dif-
ferences seem to even have been sharpened by the recent undertakings to-
wards marketization. One of the most outstanding differences between the 
two countries is: While the Swedish university is traditionally far more gov-
erned by the state than is the case in Germany, the German university or-
ganization views and adopts academic freedom – especially with regard to 
academic teaching and time allotted to research – as a basic law more strict-
ly than the Swedish university does. Despite this, research and teaching at 
German universities recently adapted to the paradigm of quality measure-
ment, whereas in Sweden, a deliberative approach to knowledge and the 
openness for different forms of knowledge are cultivated and the plurality 
of scientifi c paradigms is favored. Transparency as the right to inspect the 
fi les and documents of authorities and offi ces is a rather strong democratic 
tool in Sweden that is not that developed in Germany. In Germany, there is 
by tradition more school segregation, more detailed curricula and fi ne scal-
ing for assessment than at Swedish schools; there is also more advocacy for 
the selection of high performers. Such divide et impera seems to be the still 
valid name of the game in Germany, when it comes to measurable school 
performance according to PISA. The German education model and quality 
instruments seem to fi t the New Public Management-strategy more than the 
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Swedish ones. This should, however, not overshadow the educational ad-
vantages that the so-to-say PISA-loser Sweden has been shown to have. A 
common future vision could be a broad differentiation of knowledge forms 
and performance levels without curbing the aspirations for the basic human 
values of equal participation and for world citizenship. 
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Nanna Lüth
Investigations into Body Language.
How to Advance Queer Intersectional 
Learning within Art Education

This article is about how to activate embodied knowledge as a crucial form 
of knowledge necessary for teaching practice. The practical example that I 
will present and analyze originated as a part of my work in art teacher train-
ing at the University of the Arts Berlin. Here, I am including intersectional1 
politics and artistic positions into the teaching, thereby providing possibili-
ties to both consider minoritized interests, and to “unlearn privileges“ (Spi-
vak 1990, 4f.). Hereby, Haraway’s concept of “partial perspective” (cp. also 
Rich 1986) that is based on “limited location and situated knowledge” (Har-
away 1991, 190) will be applied. Referring to this theory is highly produc-
tive for a research with a special interest in visual practices, because Har-
away considers that the new technologies of visualization and perception 
sustain the proliferation of perspectives and values with the necessary “ac-
tive vision” they imply (ibid.). She deliberately takes an optimistic stance 
toward new media and techniques, under the condition that, “[…] the view 
of infi nite vision is an illusion, a god-trick. I would like to suggest how our 
insisting metaphorically on the particularity and embodiment of all vision 
[…], allows us to construct a usable, but not innocent, doctrine of objectivi-
ty” (ibid.). Thus, a different understanding and practice of “objectivity turns 
out to be about particular and specifi c embodiment, and defi nitely not about 

1 ‘Intersectionality’ was coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw: “Discrimination, like traffi c 
through an intersection, may fl ow in one direction, and it may fl ow in another. If 
an accident happens in an intersection, it can be caused by cars traveling from any 
number of directions and, sometimes, from all of them” (Crenshaw 1989, 149, 
quoted after Nash 2010). Jennifer C. Nash sums up the metaphor: “[…] multiple 
marginalized subjects experience oppression in the intersection where racism 
and sexism collide” (Nash 2010). She is highly critical about the academic hype 
around “the interplay of structures of domination”, which was actually already 
raised by Black feminists like the Combahee River Collective (1982), Frances 
Beale (1975), and Deborah King (1988). Patricia Hill Collins (2000, 18) adds to 
this genealogy Angela Davis (1981), and Audre Lorde (1984).
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false vision promising transcendence of all limits and responsibility” (ibid.). 
The consequence is an epistemology that challenges privileges, universalist 
ideologies and habitual actions. 

To follow Haraway’s demand for critical science to enter the conver-
sation with other “partial, locatable, and critical knowledges”, I will fi rst 
sketch theoretical inspirations by Sara Ahmed and bell hooks2, and then use 
them to refl ect on a seminar departing from an art work by Marianne Wex. 
Making decisive interventions, which can be outspoken or hidden, into the 
artistic and scientifi c canon, as well as testing the limits of normative and 
often disembodied behavior, offers chances to shift the idea about what pro-
fessional art educational agency means. Furthermore it gives hints to a pos-
sible model of a contemporary research university. 

The Body in Phenomenology

Starting from a socially engaged interest in the arts and education means 
to speak in a differentiated way about both the individual body as well as 
body politics and how they affect one’s work as an (art) educator. The plan 
is to exemplify principles like sensitivity, refl exivity, empathy, and “radi-
cal openness” (hooks 1994, 202) in action, rather than proposing the right 
method.3 

“Embodiment” is one of the central terms by the phenomenological phi-
losophers Edmund Husserl and Maurice Merleau-Ponty. Or as education-
al scientist Kristin Westphal summarizes it for scientifi c approaches: “The 
body, which is entangled with the world as physical, psychic, social and 
cultural order, becomes the place of perception and of consciousness” 
(Westphal 2014, translation by N.L.). Phenomenological thinking has been 
taken up by a range of educational scientists and art educators, obviously 
because it offers a possibility to overcome the Cartesian split between body 
and mind or between subject and object in thinking about art and educa-

2 Pen name of Gloria Jean Watkins.
3 This skepticism towards the high demand for the description of universal methods 

for research or (art) pedagogy is among others expressed by Sigrid Schade, Silke 
Wenk 2011, 65ff., Karl Josef Pazzini 2000 and by Ammo Recla & Cai Schmitz-
Weicht 2015, 285. Schade and Wenk, as theorists of Visual Studies prefer to speak 
of “concept” instead; Pazzini as art educator promotes “deconstruction”; Recla 
and Schmitz-Weicht call for “attitude” in their respective fi eld of queer pedagogy. 
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tion (e.g. Meyer-Drawe 1984, Selle 1988, Gebauer, Wulf 1992, Peters 1996, 
Sievert-Staudte 2000, Sabisch 2007, Engel 2011, Schuhmacher-Chilla 2012, 
Kraus 2012, Kathke 2014, among others).

Even though phenomenology’s reach is wide in German (art) education 
and is centered around the experience and refl ection of the lived body, what 
has been ignored, is “[…] the way in which sexed difference, race, class 
(and […] ability) are woven into such body images” (Lennon 2014). This 
is remarkable because already in the 1950s Simone de Beauvoir in her in-
fl uential book The Second Sex referring to a phenomenological framework 
has pointed out, that “[…] for, the body being the instrument of our grasp 
on the world, the world is bound to seem a very different thing when appre-
hended in one manner or another” (Beauvoir 1953, 65).

Queering Phenomenology

Coming very close to de Beauvoir’s motivation of a critical realism,4 queer 
and postcolonial theorist Sara Ahmed has been turning to phenomenology 
for its “[…] emphasis on the lived experience [of inhabiting a body], the in-
tentionality of consciousness, the signifi cance of nearness or what is ready-
to-hand, and the role of the repeated and habitual actions in shaping bodies 
and worlds” (Ahmed 2006, 2). She focuses on “how social differences are 
the effects of how bodies inhabit spaces with others […]” (Ahmed 2006, 
5).5 Her extension of the potentials of phenomenology takes into account 
the criticism on a philosophical “appeal to the body”, which “[…] does not 
always involve […] an analysis of the particularity of bodies or of subjec-
tivity in general” (Ahmed 2000, 41). This is why she quotes the poet and 
radical feminist Adrienne Rich who in 1986 proposed a “moratorium on 
saying ‘the body’”, instead pleading for departing from “my body”, which 
resonates “lived experience” and “particularity“ (Rich 1986, 215).

4 “For me, an idea is nothing theoretical […] either one is experiencing it for 
oneself or it stays theoretical, having no importance.” Simone de Beauvoir 1943 
quoted by Krauß (2003), 75, transl. by N.L.

5 Here she is naming a list of “[f]eminist, queer and critical race philosophers”, who 
have been “engaged creatively and critically with the phenomenological tradition”: 
Apart from Beauvoir, she names Edith Stein, Sandra Bartky, Iris Marion Young, 
Rosalyn Diprose, Judith Butler, Gail Weiss, David R. Fryer, Frantz Fanon, Lewis 
R. Gordon, and Linda Alcoff. Cf. Ahmed 2006, 4f.
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Regimes of difference affecting the perception and the agency of the hu-
man body are among others “race”, “gender” and “class”. These regimes 
are actualized and affi rmed in everyday physical comportment and move-
ments, they infl uence who gets in reach of what object, and who is not, and 
how “bodily horizons” look like for the one or the other (Ahmed 2006, 2). 
Thereby they are shaping individual bodies and their relationship both to 
space and objects as well as to other bodies. The “[…] positions [of a par-
ticular body] become habitual: they are repeated, and in being repeated they 
shape the body and what it can do” (Ahmed 2006, 59). Despite the limita-
tions of this process by power structures, Ahmed’s perspective is optimistic, 
because “even if what we ‘do do’ affects what we‚ ‘can do’, other things re-
main possible” (Ahmed 2006, 61).

Black Feminist Pedagogy as a Practice of Freedom

The combination of intersectional thinking and a wish to open up the fi eld 
of possibilities for marginalized bodies and people, whose horizon is lim-
ited by habit and history, connects Ahmed’s position to the pedagogue bell 
hooks. In the beginning of her book Teaching to Transgress. Education as 
the Practice of Freedom (1994), hooks narrates her own experience as a 
pupil in the late 1950s in an all-Black6 primary school in Kentucky, where 
all the teachers were Black and female: “They were committed to nurtur-
ing intellect so that we could become scholars, thinkers, and cultural work-
ers – black folks who used our ‘minds’. We learned early that our devotion 
to learning was a counter-hegemonic act, a fundamental way to resist every 
strategy of white racist colonization” (hooks 1994, 2). Going to school and 
being “changed by ideas” fi lled her with “sheer joy” and “ecstasy”, which 
perhaps played a signifi cant role in the active presence of memory in her 
writing (hooks 1994, 3). When she starts visiting a ‘racially integrated’, for-
merly white7 secondary school, she is confronted with an opposite concept 
of education: “Knowledge was suddenly about information only. It had no 

6 The word ‘Black’ is capitalized to mark it as a political term, which is used by 
people who are experiencing racist discrimination as a self-designation. In hooks’ 
own writing today, she uses it in a similar way.

7 Writing white in italics is marking the category for people who profi t from the 
privilege not to be discriminated for their appearance, language, name etc.



© Waxmann Verlag GmbH. Nur für den privaten Gebrauch.

   91Investigations into Body Language

relation with how one lived, how one behaved. It was no longer connect-
ed to antiracist struggle. [W]e soon learned that obedience and not a zeal-
ous will to learn was expected from us. Too much eagerness to learn could 
be easily seen as a threat to white authority” (ibid.). In graduate education, 
things get even worse for her, as most of the docents support only white 
male students who are seen as “exceptional” on “their intellectual jour-
neys”, and everybody else is asked to conform to what she perceives as a 
boring authoritarian education (hooks 1994, 5). Later she will develop her 
own pedagogy based on these experiences and link them to Paolo Freire’s 
concept of pedagogy as a practice of freedom (Freire 1990). His ‘pedagogy 
of the oppressed’ is set up as an intervention against the so-called ‘banking 
system’ of education, where information is deposited in the student’s brain 
like on a banking-account to withdraw it later (ibid.). Such “assembly-line 
approach[es] to learning” (hooks 1994, 13) sustain the status quo and hinder 
critical consciousness from growing. With the conviction that critical peda-
gogy needs to transgress, hooks (1994, 12) calls for a “[…] renewal and re-
juvenation in our teaching practice” and for a (re)introduction of excitement 
and pleasure in the classroom. This energetic agenda towards a “movement 
against and beyond boundaries” (hooks 1994, 13) is rooted in the insight 
that a disembodied way of teaching corresponds to the regular belief in neu-
tral information both on the side of teachers and learners. Departing from 
these thoughts on the dependency of perception and agency on the position-
ing of the body in the world (Ahmed) and the crucial need for embodiment 
within critical pedagogy as a practice of freedom (hooks) I want to pro-
cess a complex of ideas on embodiment and learning “departing from art” 
(Sturm 2004) that has taken place in a seminar of mine.

“Media Change (Body)”

In the summer of 2013, I gave my fi rst seminar on Art Didactics at the Uni-
versity of the Arts Berlin. It was called “Media Change (Body)” and here, 
I wanted to work with the art teacher students on the (human) body and 
its representation. Art works, which subvert stereotypical assumptions about 
belongings like e.g. the gender, age, origin, or ‘race’ of a person, should 
provide the main impulse for questioning and reworking regimes of repre-
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sentations. Thus I chose some theoretical essays8 and a spectrum of artists 
whose production in different media is linked to a feminist, queer, and/or 
Black/PoC9 context: Leigh Bowery, Teresa Burga, Felix Gonzalez-Torres, 
Joan Jonas, Hannah Höch, Björn Melhus, Michaela Melian, Tracey Mof-
fatt, Zanele Muholi, Jack Pierson, Martha Rosler, Jo Spence, and Marianne 
Wex. Apart from this kind of curatorial decision, the plan was to experiment 
with different media and methods in peer-to-peer learning. In the preparato-
ry session, I projected a single slide on each artist without naming the title, 
year or author. Each student was asked to select one or two images to con-
tinue to work with them. The slides were chosen only for a visual impres-
sion. Relying on the relatively unknown nature of most of these works, I 
hoped to learn to know something about the (aesthetic) interest of the seven 
female10 students attending. In the following, the chosen works were meant 
to become points of departure for research and experimental pedagogical 
units to be invented mostly by teams of two. These units were tried out and 
refl ected with the participation of the rest of the students.

“Female” and “Male” Body Language as a Result of Patriarchal 
Structures

One of the artistic projects, selected by Milena Thun and Almuth Baer, was 
the photographic research by Marianne Wex, published in a book in 1980. 
Book and project are called: “Female” and “Male” Body Language as a 
Result of Patriarchal Structures. For this research, which went on from 
1972 to 1977, “Marianne Wex photographed people and their body lan-
guage along the streets of Hamburg” (Badischer Kunstverein 2012, transl. 
by N.L.). The photographs were taken with a telephoto lens and without 
being noticed by the people she photographed. Wex shot and archived ap-
proximately 5.000 of analogue black and white photos. “She subsequent-
ly classifi ed her photos into different categories. She juxtaposed [pictures 
of] women and men according to the specifi c positioning of arms and legs, 

8 We read Nora Landkammer (2009), Karl-Josef Pazzini (2001), and Eva Sturm 
(2004).

9 The terms Black/PoC, which stands for People of Color, are used by people who 
are experiencing racism as a consciously politicized self-description.

10 I go here with the gender identifi cations the students performed in this seminar.
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feet, knees, elbows, hands, shoulders, and heads. She was interested in the 
degree to which gender-specifi c conditioning and hierarchy are refl ected 
through everyday gestures and poses. In order to expand her research, Wex 
supplemented [her] photographs taken in public space with rephotographed 
pictures from mass-media sources and historical representations from antiq-
uity and the Middle Ages” (ibid.,) to refl ect on the continuity or changes of 
the gendered repertoires of body language in the long term. For the layout, 
she cropped the photos very close to the outline of each body represented. 
Then they were enlarged so that the people represented would appear ap-
proximately at the same scale.

Table 1:  Marianne Wex, “Female” and “Male” Body Language as a Result of Patri-
archal Structures, Hamburg 1979, p. 42.

As a result of her observation on the different physical extension of ‘men’ 
and ‘women’,11 the photos of the masculine postures took up more space 
on the page than the ones of feminine postures. To highlight the symbolical 
meaning of this fact, Wex placed the masculine series always in a row over 
the row of feminine body portraits.

11 I follow here and in the following, as long as her project is concerned, Wex’s 
categorization, which relies on the perceptibility of dualistic gender identifi cations.
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In the Chair Round

Baer and Thun prepared a 30-minute exercise on this project for the third 
seminar session. When we got together, they asked us to build a chair 
round. Everybody sat down.12 We were asked to freeze and hold our body 
posture and close our eyes. Keeping the eyes shut, everybody in the round 
was requested to describe her physical tenure, one after the other. Without 
seeing, one listened to the descriptions of the others and was made to imag-
ine the postures. With the next directive, every one of the female cast was 
invited to perform a “masculine posture”. The accomplishment of this in-
struction evoked laughter. Then the group was allowed to open their eyes. 
Not surprisingly, and following stereotypical ideas of a masculine tenure, 
most of the students (and I) did a straddle sit, sitting with our legs apart. 
Then Wex’s work came into play for the next exercise with the help of a pa-
per, which showed the masculine and the feminine version of a similar situ-
ation, standing or sitting in a public space. We were asked to study the im-
age pair to be able to hold both postures briefl y one after the other. This 
time, everybody was watching the mimicking, and refl ections followed: 
Firstly the viewers would voice and compare their observations on the two 
poses, and secondly each performer would describe how they had felt in the 
masculine and the feminine postures.

This series of exercises was meant to open up interest in Wex’s project 
by sensitizing oneself to one’s own body tenure13 and feelings as well as to 
the readings of body language and gender by others. Afterwards, Baer and 
Thun provided a short input about the work and biography of Marianne 
Wex. To start the discussion, Thun put out the question on whether or not 
Wex’s thesis about the embodiment of gender was still relevant for today. 
The following debate became very intense, covering body norms and dif-
ferent views on how clothing infl uenced the body language. This exchange 
centered on what the students thought about feminine patterns of behavior 
and body norms. It took place in a casual manner because they all identifi ed 
as female. One of them brought up how the situation would have changed if 

12 If I was not attributed a different role, like e.g. documenting, I took part 
participating in the exercises.

13 Wex defi nes body tenure (in German: Körpersprache) as “[…] all bodily 
movements, we practice in our everyday live, from the way, we walk, sit or lie, up 
to our miming. I understand these mostly unconscious movements as part of our 
communication” (Wex 1979, 5, transl. by N.L.). 
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there would have been one or more male identifi ed student(s) in the room. 
In my observation, the relative homogeneity of this group in terms of gen-
der made a balanced dialogue possible because nobody had to negotiate the 
role of the “oppressor”, present in Wex’s work.

The impact of the collective body-centered experience was lasting. Even 
though the confrontation with more material from Wex’s book provoked 
historical distancing and a controversy about the relevance of the results of 
such a visual anthropological study, the physical imitation unit resonated 
in the sessions to follow. The perception for the bipolarity of physical per-
formance of people on the street or underground became heightened; some 
of the participants of the seminar stated the continuity of a gendered use 
of space, which is a key message of Wex’s work. In one of her texts she 
puts it like this: “[T]he woman is keeping herself in a confi ned position, 
does claim a narrow space” while “the man in general spreads himself and 
claims considerably more space than the woman” (Wex 1979, 6, transl. here 
and in the following by N.L.). 

This gendered use of space – following her argument – is the conse-
quence of an informal hidden agenda in education for patriarchal society 
and represents an embodiment of the submission of the woman in general 
under the man in general. With Sara Ahmed, you could speak about the ob-
servation on “how social differences are the effects of how bodies inhabit 
spaces with others“ (Ahmed 2006, 5).

Regardless of the evidence of the knowledge presented in the discussion 
about the different forms of embodying maleness or femaleness e.g. in the 
public sphere, some of the participants doubted the objectivity of Wex’s im-
age collection. They thematized the intention of the artist as “crassly inter-
pretative” and thus distorting the descriptive value. At the same time, Wex 
also misses a chance to read agency into feminine behavior in general and 
these deviations in particular by standardizing the interpretation and victim-
izing the models. Such victimization also becomes inscribed in Wex’s lan-
guage, in phrases like: “These women [in between 15 and 25] are the ones 
who are at the mercy of the aggressive masculine sexuality in the strongest 
way” (ibid, 8; emphasis by N.L.). Already in the fi rst reactions in the chair 
round, the art teacher students were expressing their uneasiness with this 
principally feeble image of (white and heterosexual) femininity, operating 
on them.
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On Objectivity

Wex herself questions the possibility of objective knowledge in the intro-
duction of her own book. Starting with an example on the pseudo-objectivi-
ty of her former academic language with an endless sequence of nouns, she 
criticizes the objectifying claim of such a linguistic style, which has nothing 
to do with personal connections and “after all stay[s] meaningsless” (Wex 
1979, 10). The artist then describes how she worked against her academic 
writing style and aimed at a more personal language. In the last sentence of 
the introduction she positions herself clearly, trying to “depart as continu-
ously as possible from her personal concern and to be outspoken about this” 
(Wex 1979, 10). 

This distinct declaration towards a subjective and partial standpoint in 
her work, which she connects to cybernetic theory and considers to have a 
truth value (ibid.), may be linked to a scientifi c feminist, mainly US-Amer-
ican discourse of the time:14 the standpoint theory, which tried to open up 
a different understanding of objectivity. Sandra Harding prominently for-
mulated the idea of “strong objectivity” countering the conventional (pa-
triarchal) concept of scientifi c objectivity, which goes back to the Era of 
Enlightenment. Strong objectivity presupposes that the researchers are tak-
ing into consideration the way their perspective is shaped by their belong-
ing to a social group. Harding makes explicit the fact that one researcher 
can belong simultaneously both to a dominating and a subordinated group. 
This observation, in particular with regard to the situation of Black women 
scholars, is brought to concretion by Patricia Hill Collins.15

14 The delay of the reception of these feminist writings on standpoint theory because 
of their translation into German, which took around ten years, might explain why 
Wex referred to cybernetic theory in general and not e.g. to Donna Haraway in 
particular.

15 “In establishing the legitimacy of their knowledge claims, Black women schol-
ars who want to develop Afrocentric feminist thought may encounter the often 
confl icting standards of three key groups. […] First, Black feminist thought must 
be validated by ordinary African-American women […]. Second, Black feminist 
thought also must be accepted by the community of Black women scholars. […] 
Third, Afrocentric feminist thought within academia must be prepared to confront 
Eurocentric masculinist political and epistemological requirements. The dilemma 
facing Black women scholars engaged in creating Black feminist thought is that a 
knowledge claim that meets the criteria of adequacy for one group […] may not 
be translatable into the terms of a different group.” Collins 1990 (online), actual-
ized in 2000, 266-68.
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Within the seminar we did not extend this exchange, but indeed, I would 
say that there is an interesting way to combine this discourse on objectiv-
ity (or evidence)16 and the concept of the introductory physical exercises. 
Especially the beginning, when the participants were asked to freeze their 
‘natural’ posture spontaneously, shows a great similarity to the method of 
the photographer taking pictures of people who do not know they are being 
photographed. By experiencing and refl ecting on one’s unconscious every-
day body language, as with Roland Barthes, you can speak of the pose as an 
action like a photograph (cf. Barthes 1985, 19). Wex herself, who had been 
studying the gender differences of body language in media imagery since 
1970, is surprised that there is no big difference between the body expres-
sion on consciously staged photographs for advertising or reportage and the 
unconscious tenure she is grasping with her secretive photographic method 
(Wex 1979, 5).

In the refl ection paper on this session, Milena Thun explains that the 
aim to raise consciousness about body language was the main agenda of the 
exercise. She highlights that the “direct relation to the body” (Körperbezug) 
of the artistic research is qualifi ed for an educational use “because every-
one is affected by similar experiences”.17 The fact that this is not complete-
ly true became obvious during a workshop within a conference setting two 
years later.

Queering the Chair Round / Unlearning Cis-Privilege

Even though I was happy with the outcome of this art mediation exercise by 
the two students, I was thinking about how to practically deconstruct the bi-
nary basis of gender differentiation both in Wex’s approach and in the ed-
ucational one. So I took the chance, during the second work conference of 
“Queering Art Education” in Berlin 2015,18 to ask the international artists, 

16 Cf. my dissertation Sexuality in the Diagram in Art and Science since Magnus 
Hirschfeld: A Critical-Iconological Study, Lüth 2013, 25ff.

17 In 2016, Milena Thun wrote a master thesis on sexual and art education, including 
the exercise departing from Marianne Wex’s book.

18 This workshop with Sabian Baumann, Jean-Ulrick Désert, Danja Erni, Gabrielle 
Esteban, Jannik Franzen, Simon Harder, Marty Huber, Evan Ifekoya, Lia La 
Novia, Ángela Isabel Mateus, Karin Michalski, Jeanine Oleson, Naomi Rincón 
Gallardo Shimada, and Syrus Marcus Ware was organized by Carmen Mörsch 
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educators and activists with diverse ranges of belongings and identifi cations 
to do and refl ect on the assignment with me. 

At the end of the offi cial, dense and partly controversial meeting, I invit-
ed the people for an optional session in the park the next day. Fortunately, 
eight people showed up on the following sunny afternoon. We occupied a 
couple of chairs of a kiosk and installed them in the clearing nearby. I start-
ed introducing the exercise. The fi rst round, which consisted of following 
the instructions of closing one’s eyes, freezing one’s body position and then 
describing it, seemed to work out well in the relaxed mood of the informal 
outdoor gathering.

But then, during the second step of the exercise, the mimicking of a 
masculine posture, I perceived that some of the group members felt uneasy 
about this instruction. Therefore we did not redo the third step of the com-
parative posing after image pairs. I distributed only the handouts, original-
ly used for that end by Baer and Thun, and we started the refl ection. Talk-
ing about the tangible diffi culty to execute the second step, it became clear: 
The production of a masculine (or feminine) appearance is often an existen-
tial part of the everyday life of a trans*person. It is crucial for “passing” or 
– as being “in line” with institutional or public spaces (Ahmed 2006: 136) – 
therefore it is not simply possible to playfully reenact masculinity or femi-
ninity by acclamation.19

from ZHdK Zurich and me. It was part of an exploratory research with the 
working title “Queering Art Education”. Cf. Lüth, Mörsch 2015.

19 Jay Prosser has described the embodiment of realness by transsexual men – as it 
is given to be seen by two photo series of Del LaGrace Volcano in the catalogue 
Sublime Mutations (2000): “Transsexuality demands at once not being seen (in 
the difference of one’s body from genetic men) and being seen (in the difference 
of one’s gender from one’s body, initially not visible on the body).” (Prosser 
2000, 7) This special labor in negotiating binary gender norms is also an issue 

Table 2:  Queering the chair round in the park, photos: Jean-Ulrick Désert, 2015.
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We continued discussing how the exercise could be changed in favor 
of possible trans*, inter* or gender-non-conforming students in a group/the 
classroom. The idea that came up was to ask to take up a gender neutral 
pose. This result may seem quite obvious, but still, its realization relies on 
the capacities of teachers and students to evoke and accept a variety of ex-
pressions of gender neutrality.20 Also gender neutrality depends on an em-
bodiment and its reading. The openness of the process and outcome certain-
ly need a clear framing and moderation. In a group of learners, where the 
majority of people is used and attached to the imagination of a bipolar gen-
der system, one would need to provide an understanding of respect and to 
deconstruct masculinity and femininity continuously. In fact the differentia-
tion of the exercise and the possibilities of taking place in the “queerness of 
[a] chair”21 is to be tried out and developed further.

At the end of this afternoon, I was thinking about my own reasons for 
not solving the problem easily by myself. This impossibility clearly was due 
to my privilege as a cis-woman,22 who is more or less performing the gen-
der that was attributed to her at birth and who does not know by experience 
what it means to embody one’s gender identity anew and against a norma-
tive set of everyday assumptions. Thus, the critical reaction on this exercise 
during its reenactment in the park made me become aware about my cis-
privilege. The outcome of this afternoon offered a chance to me, and hope-
fully by communicating it here, to others as well, to unlearn this privilege 
step by step. Any new understanding or agency arising within such an exer-
cise will depend on the refl exivity of the people present, and on their will-
ingness to change the distribution of power. This “choice to work against 
the grain [and] to challenge the status quo” (hooks 1994, 203) is at the cent-
er of engaged pedagogy and critical discourse.

for trans*women, inter*persons and gender-non-conforming people. The effort 
is different for each individual and changes with a more or less affi rmative or 
negative context. 

20 Other (German) publications about considering gender and sexual diversity in the 
classroom, cf. Koyama, Weasel 2003; Huch, Lücke 2015; Wedl, Bartsch 2015.

21 Cf. Sarah Ahmed (2010).
22 Cis-sexual or cis-gendered have been invented as terms contrary to transsexual or 

transgender(ed) to describe people who perform the sex/gender attributed to them 
at birth.
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Undoing Colorblindness

Looking at Wex’s analysis from an intersectional point of view,23 she indeed 
mentions some differentiations regarding the association of men and wom-
en to social strata: She fi nds and describes some “exceptions” of the rigid 
adaption toward the normative way of performing gender: “The body pos-
tures of male persons of a social lower class correspond to the postures reg-
ularly observed on female persons” (Wex 1979, 7f.). Following Wex, a cor-
responding phenomenon can be perceived for “[…] elderly women of the 
‘lower’ classes [who] stand and sit in a straddling way, holding their arms 
looser [than younger women], especially, when they are alone or in compa-
ny of other women” (Wex 1989, 8). Her overall thesis in terms of class is 
not completely convincing, when only being able to view the small repro-
ductions of her photographs in the book. The signifi ers of a certain “low-
er” or “weaker” class in these pictures are not always distinguishable. It 
would be necessary to study more class related fashion and body styles of 
the 1970s. 

But, what was clearly neglected by the artist at the times, is the question 
of ethnifi ed or racialised identities. The reading of the posture of a Black 
person is treated only once (Wex 1979, 97)! The photograph in question is 
marked as part of a reportage published in the magazine Stern 24/1976, and 
Wex comments on the body posture of a Black man shown in the picture to-
gether with a white man. The scene is set in “Rhodesia”,24 as the image title 
says, and it shows a Black man on the right side from behind, holding a tray 
with different bottles towards a smiling white elderly man on the left side, 
who stretches his right hand out for a drink. The picture appears in a series 
about tenures of legs and feet, so the attention is drawn to the position of 
the feet on the ground: the Black man stands with his feet very close togeth-
er, while the white man is keeping them two feet apart with the toes turned 
outside, a typical masculine posture, as Marianne Wex had analysed in the 
pages before. On the side of the photo is the text: “Here a ‘White’ makes a 
‘colored’ man serve him. Also the tenures of the legs signal the relationship 
of power between them” (ibid.). This photograph is heavily marked by visu-
alizing the embodiment of a colonial power relation – including submission 

23 Cf. footnote 1.
24 Rhodesia became Zimbabwe and fi nally independent from the British occupation 

in April 1980.
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and exploitation in a very plain, in-the-face mode. Taking into account the 
caption, Wex is not completely uncritical about the power-play that can be 
seen in the picture. But she does not deal with it more than that. Nor does 
she mark it an “exception” as she does with other images of “feminized 
men”. It seems that her attention is so absorbed by the presence of the white 
protagonist, that she is not able to register the Black person fully.

Going through the book again to fi nd out about more about the color-
blind25 vision of Wex, I found some examples of Black men or men of color 
which were simply included in the row of masculine body language (Wex 
1979: 18, 19, 28, 60, 88, 106, 120, 166 and a heterosexual couple on p. 
87).26 It is even more diffi cult to distinguish Black women or Women of 
Color being represented in Wex’ book (see Wex 1979, 70, 130). There is no 
comment about these rare pictures, which would take this intersection into 
account. 

Additionally, two media images can be seen as showing strong parallels 
to the Stern-picture, when being looked at from a point of view that is sen-
sitive for racist power relations. The fi rst one (Wex 1979, 136, 127) shows 
a white man standing on a beach, shot from below with a wide angle. Both 
hands are in the pockets of his jeans trousers, the thumbs displayed. In be-
tween the wide opening of his legs, a Black woman with short hair and a 
naked upper body is kneeling some meters behind him on the sand. Her 
body tenure looks like a frozen dance pose, her shoulders are shifted to her 
right side, and the fi ngertips of her right hand are on her right knee. In com-
parison with the white man standing, she is represented not only as much 
smaller and less dressed, but also as less stable and in a much less comfort-
able position. Wex, following a feminist agenda, should have commented 
on the clearly inferior and sexualized position of the Black woman repre-
sented here. 

The second picture is also a reprint from media coverage: It is titled 
“Western German Tourist on the Beach of Bangkok with Thai-girls” (Wex 
1979, 151, 250, no date). The photo is again shot from below. This time, the 
white man is positioned behind three Thai women. He is showing his na-

25 Cf. El-Tayeb 2015, 36.
26 I do not want to claim that it is easy to make this distinction within the small and 

differently lit photographs, and certainly, relying on the photos only, I cannot say 
anything about the real family history or origin and even less on the self-defi nition 
of the subjects in these pictures. Still, it is important to mark, that there is this 
blank spot in Wex’s analysis.
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ked chest and has both hands on his hips, so that the elbows stand out. The 
three women are sitting in front of him, two of them leaning on his legs, 
the middle one kneeling sideways in front of his middle axis. She is pull-
ing her shoulders inwards; thus stooping her back. Thinking about Wex’s 
critique about sexuality as the fi eld where hierarchical structures are show-
ing a direct impact (Wex 1979, 331 ff.), it is striking that she is not apply-
ing this analytical focus to the both racist and sexist imaginations which are 
fulfi lled here.

The neglect of this aspect of this picture implicates that Wex’s perspec-
tive was very formed by the typical whiteness of the women’s movement 
(not only) in Hamburg then.27 From the point of an intersectional critique, 
which already existed at that time in the writing of Feminists of Color28, 
these images could have instigated a deepening of the analysis by taking 
into account also (the abscence of) privileges for reasons of origin or racial-
ization.

Sexual Voids

Sexuality is an issue for Wex, but it is thematized only when speaking about 
the commercial pictures presenting (white) female photo models as a sexu-
alized commodity. This commodifi cation comes along with a deviation from 
the normative regime of postures, when they are sitting straddle-legged or 
with their elbows up and the inner upper arm on display. These exposures 
of sensitive parts of the body are read by Wex as feminine poses of offering 
themselves for men. Interpreting these more or less obviously sexualized 
pictures from magazines, porn, and ads to be directed toward a male gaze 

27 Dagmar Schultz (2005) and Melanie Groß (2007) have both written on the slow 
process of refl ecting on the Whiteness of the German Women’ s Movement 
(Frauenbewegung). Dagmar Schultz has been supporting, as a white academic and 
activist in the 1980s, the beginning of an Afro-German Women’s Movement by 
inviting Audre Lorde to the Free University Berlin and by editorial work of e.g. 
Oguntoye, Opitz, Schultz 1992.

28 See fn. 1.
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alone ignores the possibility of a lesbian or bisexual or other desire for the 
sake of a clear-cut feminist argument.29

Also the feminization of male bodies, which can be seen e.g. on a fi lm 
still of “Laurel and Hardy” (Wex 1979, 7) as well as in street photos by 
Wex herself, is not connected to its regularly implied homosexual connota-
tions (Wex 1979, 29, 83, 131, 177). It is telling that the criticism of hetero-
sexism and patriarchy is not connected to the issue of non-conforming gay 
or lesbian sexualities, even though Wex herself comes out as a lesbian at the 
very end of her book (Wex 1979, 342ff.).

The blank spots around racism, gender stereotyping and homophobia 
sketched above, that are running through the artistic research by Marianne 
Wex, can be used to provoke questions for contemporary art educators. 
Namely, they raise the question on how to position yourself in a context, 
when the inter-embodiment in a group is shaped by intersectional and queer 
belongings. What are the responsibilities of a critical pedagogue in this set-
ting? How can embodied privileges be unlearnt, on the one hand? How, on 
the other, can the agency of minoritized subjects be expanded?

Conclusion

The central points to be gained by studying the seminar session actualizing 
Wex’s artistic study of the 1970s in combination with the writings of bell 
hooks and Sara Ahmed are: the focus on the particularity of bodily experi-
ence both of teachers and students, and how it interferes with social struc-
tures. To conclude, I want to suggest that the pedagogical unit departing 
from Marianne Wex should be extended, so that expanding the variability of 
bodily expression and discussions as well as productions on the basis of an 
understanding of queer and intersectional perspectives can take place. This 
example shall serve as a proof for the positive effects of more objectiviza-

29 There is another important omission relating to a few photos documenting the 
German history of Nazism. They are also meant to document gendered body 
postures and appear in the midst of other reproductions of media pictures (Wex 
1979, 98, 102, 296). In my opinion, they are defi nitively missing a suffi cient 
comment. At the same time, Wex is writing in one of her articles on the 
engagement of her father in the Nazi military (Wex 1979, 342), so she probably 
has been trying to involve the critique on this political history in her book as well.
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tion and collectivization of knowledge production, inspired by Donna Har-
away:

 – Re-enacting everyday experiences is an important motor for dialogue 
and motivates differentiated and sustainable creative learning.

 – More pedagogical thinking and doing in favor of gender neutrality or 
hybridity need to be cherished and fostered.

 – When performances of gender are reenacted and focused on, the identi-
fi cations and embodiments of all the people involved have to be consid-
ered and taken into account. Working with Marianne Wex’s substantial 
project offers a chance to scrutinize and take a stand on gendered body 
language.

 – Working with it today requires a broad political and historical contextu-
alization and actualization.

 – The production of partial knowledge is both a highly controversial as 
well as a productive issue. To raise it in the context of the arts, it needs 
even more precision to avoid the simplifi cation of a general relativism.

 – Important analytical perspectives that I want to suggest in the reception 
of this project, to be fi lled in from a contemporary perspective, are the 
issue of whiteness, the interdependence of gender and sexuality expres-
sion, intersectional features in aspects of body language (e.g. racializa-
tion/ethnifi cation, gender, class), the role of the body in Nazism, and the 
invisibility of certain self-identifi cations or belongings. These additional 
researches could be articulated in ‘theory and practice’: discussions, re-
search, writing, photographic, performative or other media experiments 
and productions. Their interest would be to reconstruct and deconstruct 
gendered images and conventions from a contemporary perspective. An 
unconventional or hybridizing approach could set cemented notions and 
habits in motion.

Situated knowledge and Didactics follow both this epistemology of embod-
ied knowledge, in this case about the processes of gendering, and about po-
sitioning oneself with reference to systems of difference. The fabrication of 
knowledge “[…] is always constructed and imperfectly stitched together, 
and therefore able to join with another” (Haraway 1991, 193, stressed in the 
original). Therefore, “[t]he moral is simple: only partial perspective prom-
ises objective vision” (Haraway 1991, 190). This insight enables the politi-
cal and epistemological negotiation for the sake of a “no-nonsense commit-
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ment to faithful accounts of a ‘real’ world, one that can be partially shared 
and friendly to earth-wide projects of fi nite freedom, adequate material 
abundance, modest meaning in suffering, and limited happiness” (Haraway 
1991, 187). Such a responsible and differentiated science, it seems, is more 
needed than ever. For my very personal point of view, it looks like mean-
while, in these days, it might be effective only when it takes a slightly less 
modest shape.
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Jean-Luc Patry
Values and Knowledge Education (VaKE) – 
a Didactic Tool to Teach Humanism and Democracy

Introduction

Teaching humanism and democracy means to teach contents, such as the 
concepts of humanism and of democracy, the relations between these two 
concepts, the important features of both, their history, and the justifi cation 
of the claims for humanism and democracy. The latter aspect refers to the 
normative requirements (“What should be done?”). Research on moral be-
havior (e.g., in the tradition of Blasi 1983; Althof et al. 1988) as well as 
personal experience have shown that knowing about what should be done 
does not automatically lead to doing it; in my opinion, this is partially due 
to situation specifi city of social behavior (for details, see Patry in press). It 
is quite possible to know what other people (like teachers) think needs to be 
done, but to believe that it is the right thing to do is another matter. Hence 
education for humanism and democracy needs to foster the conviction that 
the underlying values lead to appropriate ways of living together, i.e., that 
the underlying values are justifi ed; while knowledge might be a necessary 
condition for this conviction, it is certainly not a suffi cient condition. This 
means: Teaching humanism and democracy requires both knowledge edu-
cation and moral and values education. This is what we call the double as-
signment in teaching (Tapola & Fritzén 2010).

Values Education

One can distinguish several types of moral and values education (Oser 
2001), of which the following are the most important: indoctrination (the 
teacher tells the students what is appropriate), values clarifi cation (the stu-
dents are helped to become aware of their own values) and the fostering 
of moral judgment (i.e., the students’ moral argumentation in the sense of 
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Kohlberg 1984). Indoctrination relates uniquely to knowledge and hence is 
insuffi cient, while values clarifi cation is relativistic in the sense that what 
the students believe is accepted, even if it is against ethically justifi ed con-
cepts. 

Only the latter approach has an impact on the students’ beliefs and con-
victions. In the theory of moral judgment, the focus is not on the values 
themselves, but on the reasons put forward to support or criticize judge-
ments on values. It is based on a constructivist conception of development, 
i.e. on the underlying cognitive structures that lead to patterns of moral ar-
gumentation. This means that the argumentation is not only superfi cially 
learnt, as in indoctrination, but is part of the belief system. It is the argu-
ment that counts. The argumentation patterns can be conceived as stages of 
development listed below: 
1.  It is morally right to do what an important person tells you to do.
2.  It is morally right to do something good for someone if in turn the other 

person can do something good for me.
3.  It is morally good to do what the group to which I belong says is appro-

priate.
4.  It is morally good to do what supports the society.
5./6. It is morally good to follow one’s own moral principles (it must be 

mentioned that the empirical base for the stages 5 and 6 is less strong 
than for the lower stages).

The following features characterize this approach (see, for instance, Oser & 
Althof 1992):

 – Any value can be defended in each stage (for some values it is diffi cult 
in higher stages).

 – Each stage builds on the previous one (integrates it but enhances it).
 – The higher the stage, the more people are involved (in stages 5 and 6 

even the future and the universe).
 – The higher the stage, the more autonomous the decision-making by the 

individual.

The latter two features led Kohlberg (1971) to state that the higher the 
stage, the morally better it is (as a prescriptive stance), which justifi es the 
education for higher stages. Based on Blatt & Kohlberg (1975) this educa-
tion can be done through dilemma discussions, i.e., the students are con-
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fronted with a moral dilemma (the protagonist is confronted with a situation 
in which he or she must decide what to do; whatever the decision is, some 
important values will be broken, and the students decide what the protag-
onist must do and must argue why the protagonist should do that). Studies 
have shown that such dilemma discussions are effective in fostering mor-
al development, i.e., the higher stages are achieved faster than in control 
groups without such an infl uence (e.g., Lind 2016). 

Based on this concept, we have developed the teaching method Values 
and Knowledge Education (VaKE) for teachers to achieve the double as-
signment. VaKE is a constructivist teaching approach which uses dilemmas 
addressing values issues; however, some knowledge is necessary in order to 
discuss the values issues. Since dilemma discussions are usually very mo-
tivating for the students, their discussion leads them to ask questions about 
the knowledge base. In the next step, the students search for answers us-
ing any source available (e.g., in the internet), and then they can discuss the 
values issues on a higher level. The more knowledge the students have ac-
quired, the more elaborate their argumentation becomes. Also, the more so-
phisticated the moral discussion is, the more the students need information. 

Dilemma “Teaching about colonialism”

An example for such a dilemma is the following:
Mrs. Mandour is a very committed teacher in secondary level I in Austria 
and has been teaching German and History for three years now. She is Aus-
trian; her father is an Egyptian immigrant and her mother is Austrian. She 
grew up in Austria, and she is a moderate Muslim. In her bachelor’s thesis 
in the Teacher Training College, a few years ago, she worked on questions 
of colonialism – a topic in which she is particularly interested. The pupils 
appreciate that in her teaching, she establishes relationships to the present 
social situation whenever possible. She says that she knows her class (third 
grade, 13-years olds) very well. The 25 pupils are described in table 1.
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Origin Boys Girls Religion Importance of religion

Austria 9 8 majority 
Catholics

For one Catholic girl (Christine), 
religion is important 

Turkey 1 (Selim) 2 Islam Yes

Kosovo 1 1 Islam Yes

Nigeria 2 0 Catholics No

Syria 0 1 Islam Yes

Table 1: Mrs. Mandour’s class

The current topic in the history class is “colonialism”, and she has chosen 
“colonialism in Africa and Asia” with a special focus on her favorite topic, 
colonialism in Egypt. She is running late according the yearly course plan 
she prepared; therefore, she is under stress to achieve the topic within due 
time.

Soon the pupils begin to quarrel when she presents newspaper articles 
dealing with the countries of origin of the pupils with migrant backgrounds. 
These pupils accuse their Austrian peers of imperialism. In a break, Selim 
and Christina get into a strong dispute since the girl defends colonialism by 
saying that this was a way in which Christianity was raised among nonbe-
lievers, to which Selim fervently opposes.

Mrs. Mandour considers abandoning this topic because of the dispute 
and decides to take up another topic instead, which she can master easily: 
the conquest of America. She expects less confl ict with this topic. Howev-
er, she would lose even more time and be late with respect to her planning.

What should she do? Should she stick to the topic “colonialism in 
Egypt” or turn to “the conquest of America”? Why?

This dilemma addresses knowledge of two types. On the one hand, it ad-
dresses historical issues like colonialism in Egypt and in other countries and 
the conquest of America, as well as all the related aspects (religious, eco-
nomic, social, etc., for both the colonialized and the colonializing countries) 
and the consequences up to the present days. Furthermore, it takes up the 
religions that are involved (Christianism and Islam) and the relationships 
between them in times of colonialism and today, and the role of newspa-
per articles, etc. And overall: What might humanism and democracy have 
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meant in the times of colonialism, what do they mean today, what are the 
differences, and why are there differences? On the other hand, knowledge 
about teaching is at stake, from establishing relationships from the past to 
the present through newspapers, to how to deal with disciplinary problems. 
What do humanism and democracy mean in teaching?

Furthermore, issues of values are addressed here, again with respect to 
the topic of teaching and with respect to teaching itself. Is it good or bad to 
impose a religion to peoples of other beliefs? Under what conditions should 
it be imposed? Under what conditions can one say that one culture is ethi-
cally more advanced than another one? And again, overall: How important 
are humanism and democracy in the situations at stake, and why? With re-
spect to the teaching itself, how important are issues like avoiding discipli-
nary problems, being authentic, etc.? And fi nally: How important are hu-
manism and democracy in teaching?

Values and Knowledge Education (VaKE)

The theoretical background is depicted in fi gure 1. The general framework 
is constructivist, which means that all concepts a student learns are consid-
ered as being constructed by the learner (e.g. Putnam 2008) through integra-
tion into pre-existing subjective theories (assimilation sensu Piaget 1976) 
or, if this does not work (disequilibrium), through adaptation of the subjec-
tive theories (equilibration through accommodation, Piaget 1976). This is 
done with respect to knowledge acquisition – this is studied, for instance, in 
the research programs on conceptual change (e.g., Vosniadou 2013). Simi-
larly, moral judgment development occurs through assimilation and accom-
modation (Kohlberg 1984). When confronted with moral arguments that do 
not fi t into one’s argumentation pattern according to the stage one is in, 
repeated accommodations eventually lead to the next higher stage. Final-
ly, assimilation and accommodation are socially mediated; this is our in-
terpretation of Vygotsky’s (1978) social constructivism. To these funda-
mental theories, applied theories addressing practical educational strategies 
have been developed: For knowledge acquisition, one practical applica-
tion is inquiry learning (see, for instance, Reitinger, 2013; Reitinger et al. 
2016). For moral and values education, the dilemma discussions (Blatt & 
Kohlberg 1975) have already been mentioned. One practical approach of 
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social constructivism is collaborative learning (e.g., Harding-Smith 1993). 
These three practical educational strategies are combined in VaKE. In our 
research on VaKE, we have noticed that there are many other theories that 
are relevant, although they were not used in developing VaKE.

The prototypical VaKE process consists in one preparatory step and at least 
eleven main steps (see table 2; Patry, Weinberger et al. 2013):

Table 2: Theoretical background of VaKE 



© Waxmann Verlag GmbH. Nur für den privaten Gebrauch.

   115Values and Knowledge Education (VaKE) 

Step Action

0 Preparation and 
clarifi cation

Students’ understanding of values; abilities 
in the working techniques; rules of 
interaction

class

1 Introduce dilemma Understand dilemma and values at stake class
2 First decision Who is in favor, who against? group

3 First arguments 
(dilemma discussion)

Why are you in favor, why against? Do 
we agree with each other? (moral viability 
check)

group

4
Exchange experience 
and missing 
information

Exchange of arguments; what do I need to 
know further to be able to argue? class

5 Looking for evidence Get the information, using any source 
available! group

6 Exchange information
Inform the other students about your 
constructions; is the information 
suffi cient? (content related viability check)

class

7 Second arguments 
(dilemma discus sion)

Why are you in favor, why against? (moral 
viability check) group

8 Synthesis of 
information

Present your conclusions to the whole 
class (moral and content related viability 
check)

class

9 Repeat 4 through 8 
if necessary group/class

10 General synthesis Closing the sequence capitalizing on the 
whole process class

11 Generalization Discussion about other but related issues group/class

Table 3: Minimal steps in a VaKE process; italics: values education

Preparation and clarifi cation: If it is the students’ fi rst experience with 
VaKE, they need to be prepared since most of them are not familiar with 
the open teaching and the freedom it provides. They must be informed 
about the principles of VaKE (including the steps it consists of) and the 
discussion rules, i.e. to learn to deal appropriately with each other, to argue 
and to focus on arguments (and not on persons, power, etc.), to search for 
information on the internet and elsewhere, etc.

Introducing the dilemma and fi rst argument: (1) The dilemma is present-
ed in a form adequate for the target group, and the teacher ascertains that 



© Waxmann Verlag GmbH. Nur für den privaten Gebrauch.

116   Jean-Luc Patry

the students know what values are at stake. (2) The students have to com-
municate what they think the protagonist should do. This step is taken with 
the students having very little knowledge about the dilemma but is never-
theless based on their common knowledge; it is the fi rst opportunity to rec-
ognize that they should base their decision on more facts. (3) First argu-
ments (dilemma discussion): The students argue in favor and against the 
different solutions to the dilemma; this corresponds to the dilemma discus-
sion in the Blatt & Kohlberg (1975) tradition.

Information search: (4) The students’ experiences with the dilemma dis-
cussion are exchanged, and questions about missing information are asked. 
The students may also set their individual learning goals (e.g., in the di-
lemma of Mrs. Mandour: to focus on content-related issues or on didacti-
cal issues). (5) The students themselves organize how to get the necessary 
information to answer the questions, while the teacher is the manager and 
counselor of the whole endeavor. If clearly announced, in this phase, the 
teacher can also serve as source of information and respond to the students’ 
content questions – as an expert among others. (6) After this phase of infor-
mation acquisition, there is once again a phase of exchange of information 
in the whole class so that all students can attain the same level of knowl-
edge.

(7) Second arguments (dilemma discussion): With this new knowledge 
in mind, the students turn back to the dilemma discussion itself, as in step 
3.

(8) Synthesis of information: A general discussion with the presentation 
of the results (current state of the negotiations) is then put into motion.

(9) Repeat 4 to 8 if necessary: If the knowledge base is not yet suffi -
cient, the phases 4 to 8 are gone through once again, with additional ma-
terial and internet research and maybe with a new focus (e.g., to satisfy 
curricular needs); this can be done several times, depending on the time 
constraints of the course.

(10) General synthesis: The fi nal synthesis presents the solved problem 
or the current state of the solution (including, if appropriate, new problems) 
of the group. This can be done in didactically sophisticated ways such as 
through role plays, writing a newspaper, etc.

(11) Generalization: Dealing with similar issues will broaden the per-
spective. Very often, this needs not be conceived; rather, the students do it 
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spontaneously. Sometimes they decide to act in some way (e.g., writing let-
ters to newspapers or politicians, collecting money for a certain cause, etc.).

These steps provide a general framework which can be adapted to the 
specifi c needs of the target group, conditions of teaching (e.g., time con-
straints), curricular needs, aims of a particular study, etc. Also unanticipated 
events might occur which will necessitate adaptations of the approach. Any 
adaptation, however, will have to be performed in agreement with the theo-
retical underpinnings presented briefl y above. This means that the steps are 
not a recipe to be applied blindly, but a suggestion that has been shown to 
be successful. Actually, the different steps are often followed spontaneously 
by the students without intervention of the teacher.

Some Results of Studies with VaKE

Since the fi rst studies on VaKE at the beginning of this century (Weinberg-
er 2001), there have been many studies using this method. It is not possible 
here to give more than a few indications about the outcomes of these stud-
ies.

In control group experiments (typically using the cross-over design) 
it was consistently shown that the students with VaKE know at least as 
much as the students of the control group (Demetri 2015; Frewein 2009; 
Weinberger 2001, 2006; etc.); often the students know more after VaKE 
than what the teacher knew before the VaKE unit (e.g., Weinberger et al., 
2005).30 Students’ knowledge after VaKE is on a higher level in the Bloom 

30 There are the following empirical studies about VaKE to mention: For primary 
students (grades 1 to 4), VaKE was successful when special adaptations were 
done, taking into account the students’ limited reading and argumentation compe-
tences, etc. (Christodoulou 2015; Demetri 2015; Haara & Smith 2012; etc.). Many 
studies were done on the secondary level I (grades 5 to 8), and the steps described 
above are quite appropriate for this group of students (Weinberger 2001, 2006; 
etc.). Many studies were done on secondary level II: One study focused on inter-
national summer academies with gifted students from several European countries, 
gathering together for one week in Austria and addressing different topics through 
VaKE (Weyringer 2008; etc.). In another study (Frewein 2009), students of a pro-
fessional school (business school) were successfully taught through VaKE. VaKE 
has also been shown to be effective in vocational education (Patry, Frewein et 
al. 2013). Students with special needs, like hearing-impaired students (Linortner 
2014) or unaccompanied under-age migrants (Patry, Weyringer et al. 2016), ben-
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taxonomy than after traditional teaching (Frewein 2009; Weinberger 2006) 
and the students are highly motivated and interested (Frewein 2009; Wey-
ringer 2008). In VaKE, the students address both justice as well as care 
in their dilemma discussions, in contrast to Kohlberg’s (1984) focus-
ing uniquely on justice issues. According to Patry & Schaber (2010), us-
ing care in the moral argumentation depends on the concern or emotion-
al involvement of the students with the issues at stake, while sex plays no 
role, thus confi rming the conception of Döbert & Nunner-Winkler (1986). 
VaKE-students gain in moral competence (according to the Moral Judg-
ment Test, Lind 2008) which is much higher (effect size: d=1,23) than that 
found in students of traditional teaching (d=,18). Their discoursivity (as-
sessed through several variables) is also higher (Weinberger 2016) etc.

Some experiences require further consideration. One particularly deli-
cate issue is the construction of appropriate dilemmas. Teachers often re-
port that this is the most time-consuming part when using VaKE. A dilem-
ma might work in one region or for one population, but not for another one. 
This means that a catalogue of dilemmas must be used with much care. It is 
not appropriate to take a dilemma and to use it unchanged under other cir-
cumstances; rather, it is necessary to adapt the dilemma to be used to the 
specifi c conditions. For this, the teacher must know (1) his or her students 
and their moral and knowledge bases, interests and orientations, and (2) the 
theory underlying VaKE. Some dilemmas are quite easy, while others can 
be really tough to understand. An example for a very tough dilemma is tak-
en from Frister (1999): 

In a Nazi Concentration Camp, an inmate had lost his cap. He knew 
that if he went to the daily inspection without a cap, he would be shot. Is he 
allowed to steal his fellow inmate’s cap to save his life, which would mean 
that the fellow inmate would be shot? 

While the dilemma has really been experienced by the author, and while 
in my view the topic (Third Reich) should defi nitely be addressed in school 
to teach the students about history and about how humanism and democracy 
have been disregarded (and what consequences this has had), such a dilem-

efi tted from VaKE. There are many studies with university students (Linortner & 
Patry 2015, and many more), particularly in teacher education (Weinberger 2015, 
2016; and many more). In the latter case, Weinberger has shown, among others, 
that the students can participate in developing the dilemma stories or even provide 
their own stories and that this improves the impact of VaKE.
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ma might be too emotionally challenging for the students. A teacher must 
carefully consider what he or she can ask the students to deal with in terms 
of emotional involvement; while some involvement is probably motivating 
(and the more the students are involved, the more they argue referring to 
care, see above), excessive involvement might be diffi cult to cope with for 
the students as well as, and in consequence, by the teacher.

Other problems that we have encountered are that some teachers have 
diffi culties to apply VaKE. These diffi culties can be found on several lev-
els. On the one hand, some teachers do not appreciate some features of 
VaKE (e.g., Haara & Smith 2012) or have diffi culties to cope with the loss 
of control in VaKE as compared to traditional teaching. On the other hand, 
many teachers pretend that they already practice VaKE, but actually lack 
crucial features like values education. In the same vein, some teachers aim-
ing at practicing VaKE actually concentrate on the knowledge part and ne-
glect the values part. 

It might well be that the description of VaKE as presented above is too 
complex for teachers to apply directly. Particularly the need to understand 
the underlying theoretical framework can be quite demanding for teachers. 
However, as argued above, VaKE cannot be applied mechanically; rather, 
its use requires a knowledge of theoretical grounds and an understanding of 
why the steps are conceived the way they are.

The students need to learn how to deal with VaKE when it is new to 
them. On one hand, the discussion rules are somewhat different compared 
to what they are accustomed to: The discussions focus solely on the argu-
ments, and personal relationships play no role. This includes the teacher 
whose statements are on the same level as the students’: They must be sup-
ported by reasons instead of being considered valid due to the simple fact 
that they have been proposed by the teacher. On the other hand, at the be-
ginning the students often have diffi culties to deal constructively with the 
freedom provided in VaKE: They expect the teacher to tell them what to 
do, and when this is not the case, they feel insecure. However, they typ-
ically soon fi nd out the advantages of self-determination and use it con-
structively. Actually, it is the teacher who often becomes superfl uous, par-
ticularly with respect to information transmission; however, his or her role 
as organizer and orchestrator remains important even if students follow the 
steps of table 2 quite spontaneously.
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Finally, one must mention the teachers’ worry that the students might 
take advantage of the freedom provided, which would result, for instance, 
in disciplinary problems. We encountered only once a disciplinary problem 
which was due to reasons not related to VaKE. In contrast, the students 
were very motivated, and quite often we found that the students who were 
rather restrained in traditional teaching fl ourished in VaKE. As Weinberg-
er (2006) has shown, the fear that less able students might have diffi cul-
ties dealing with the freedom, often found in Aptitude-Treatment-Interaction 
(ATI) studies (Cronbach & Snow 1977), can be overcome by introducing 
specifi c procedures into the VaKE process, namely viability checks: oppor-
tunities for the students to check the validity (viability) of their statements. 
While this has no infl uence on skilled students (probably they do the viabil-
ity checks spontaneously, even if the teacher does not require it), less able 
students with viability checks perform signifi cantly better than without such 
checks.

Overall, according to most of the studies VaKE was even more success-
ful than expected. The obstacles mentioned above need to be recognized 
but once acknowledged, one can overcome them through adequate teach-
er training and supervision. It becomes obvious, then, that it is necessary to 
accompany the teachers in their attempts to implement VaKE, and particu-
larly in the conception of the dilemmas. On the other hand, the experienced 
students can conceive the dilemmas themselves, which even improves the 
success of VaKE – and this is an additional asset with respect to democra-
cy.

Education for Humanism and Democracy

VaKE addresses humanism both in the procedure as well as in the out-
comes for the students. It is important that everyone can express his or her 
concepts and values without fear of being discriminated, and that every-
one’s concepts and values are appreciated according to their viability. And 
fi nally the participants in VaKE are not competitors as is the tendency in 
traditional reaching (particularly if in grading social norm references are 
used) but rather, there is mutual esteem particularly with respect to the re-
spective contributions to problem solving, and hence cooperation.
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This latter issue is also an important feature of democracy. Furthermore, 
that the better argument should prevail can be considered a crucial criterion 
of democracy. Interestingly, votes within the process were rarely necessary, 
as usually the participants reach an agreement at the end. And typically, this 
agreement is not a compromise, but a solution with which all participants 
are satisfi ed. That no pressure is exerted and power structures play no role 
is also an important feature of democracy. Not least important in this regard 
is the fact that when it comes to argumentation, the teacher is a participant 
like all others, not endowed with more competences than the students; only 
with regard to situation management, or to the conception of the teaching 
arrangement does the teacher have more control than his or her students. 
This permits him or her to take responsibility for the students’ learning and 
simultaneously to shift responsibility for learning and crucial decisions over 
to the students. Responsibility, hence, is not an issue of either full respon-
sibility or no responsibility at all, but one of different types of responsibil-
ity taken over by different people – and this is an important characteristic 
of democracy.

VaKE combines knowledge with values. This is important because ac-
cording to Kohlberg, the higher the stage of moral judgment, the more hu-
manistic are the values. High moral competence is further a necessary (but 
as research shows, not suffi cient) condition for moral action, hence VaKE 
can also be a contribution to higher moral behavior. This is also one re-
sult of our studies: The students often decide to take action to change so-
cietal realities questioned in their decision about how the dilemma should 
be solved. Additionally, we have repeatedly experienced that the partici-
pants develop understanding of their opponents’ perspective: They may not 
agree with it, but they understand why other people defend other opinions 
and values. This leads to higher tolerance, which accordingly is fostered by 
VaKE. 

Democratic decisions are always moral as well as fact-related, both be-
ing interdependent. This is the central feature of VaKE. Furthermore, dem-
ocratic decisions are complex, with no simple solutions. The American sat-
irist and cultural critic Mencken (1949, 443) once wrote: “There is always 
an easy solution to every human problem – neat, plausible, and wrong.” 
When using VaKE, such neat and plausible yet wrong solutions will en-
counter fervent opposition, thus leading them to question the credibility of 
information sources (particularly in the social networks, one of the most im-
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portant source for today’s youth); therefore, populistic decision-making be-
comes quite unlikely. 

More generally, VaKE fosters critical thinking, triggered by the mutual 
viability checks and feedback. Arguments are challenged by principle, and 
since they are supported by possibly better arguments and there is no com-
petition, the challenges can be accepted without loss of prestige. 

Democracy is neither obedience nor submission, but participation in de-
cision-making and taking responsibility. This is achieved in VaKE. Com-
bined with humanistic values, this leads to contributing to the development 
of society instead of looking only for one’s own advantage.

While the results discussed in the previous section were based on empir-
ical studies of the effects of VaKE, the principles discussed in the present 
section on humanism and democracy are more speculative, but nevertheless 
seem quite plausible. In other words, they can be interpreted as hypotheses 
for further studies which remain to be performed. 
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