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Higher Education in the United States 
and Europe since 1945
Multiple Transformations and the Current Crisis1

Mitchell G. Ash

I. Introduction

In the following remarks I will attempt to provide an historical 
overview of the multiple transformations in the higher education 
and research systems as well as academic exchange between the 
United States and German-speaking Europe from the end of the 
Second World War to the crisis currently underway in the United 
States. I begin by defining some terms in order to clarify what is 
being addressed here.

I will focus primarily on universities, but the term “higher edu
cation” also includes higher technical institutions [Technische 
Hochschulen], because they acquired university status, which they 
had long had in the United States, in Germany and Austria only 
after 1945. I will also mention institutions for teacher training 
[Pädagogische Hochschulen] and the Fachhochschulen, now called 
“Universities of Applied Sciences,” because the relations of these 
institutions to universities is part of the topic.

In this text the term “Europe” means both Western and Eastern 
(especially East Central) Europe, because transformations of higher 

1 This text is an 
updated version of a 
keynote lecture pre-
sented at the GHI con
ference “Universities 
and the Public Good: 
Research, Education, 
and Democracy since 
1945” on September 
11, 2025. Thanks are 
due to the conference 
participants for their 
useful remarks in the 
discussion, and to 
Lonnie R. Johnson for 
valuable suggestions.
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education during the Cold War and afterward cannot be understood 
without doing so. However, the focus will mainly be on German-
speaking Europe, specifically on the German states and Austria. 
German-speaking Switzerland should be included but will not be 
for practical reasons.

A central issue in what follows will be whether higher education 
and the research conducted at universities have been regarded as 
“public” or private “good(s),” or as some combination of the two. 
However, I will not discuss the “idea” of the university, which is 
an ideological construct, but rather an increasingly complex set 
of institutions. Nonetheless, the name “Humboldt” will make an 
appearance or two.

The text has four parts: Parts one and two discuss the early and 
later Cold War periods. In political history these are separated 
from one another by the Cuban missile crisis of 1962, but here 
the “hardening” of the boundary between the two German states 
in 1961 will be a more important turning point. Part three treats 
the generation and more after the fall of communism, and part 
four the most recent period.

Although it would be tempting to focus entirely on the current 
crisis in the United States, in my view that crisis is best understood 
in historical context. Should the current situation be regarded as 
one transformation among many, or is something more profound 
at stake?

II. Cold War I, 1945 – 1961: Multiple Transformations in 
Parallel and in Interaction

In the wake of Nazism’s defeat, a renationalization took place 
across Europe. In a sense this repeated the transformation that 
followed the collapse of the Wilhelmine, Habsburg, and Ottoman 
empires in 1918, which Timothy Snyder once called a “renation-
alization,”2 but there were fundamental differences. The terri
tory of Poland shifted westward, at the expense of Germany, and 
both Germany and Europe were divided, in different ways. The 

2 Timothy Snyder, 
The Reconstruction 
of Nations: Poland, 
Lithuania, Ukraine, 
Belarus 1569 −  1999 
(New Haven, 2003).
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implications of all this for higher education varied considerably. 
Let us consider the Soviet Union and East Central Europe, the three 
– yes, three – successor states of Nazi Germany, and the United 
States briefly in turn.

In the victorious Soviet Union, Stalin’s higher education system, 
designed in the 1930s to produce highly trained, specialized and 
ideologically disciplined “cadres,” remained in place after 1945, and 
continued to be strictly oriented to the requirements of a planned 
economy.3 Alongside this continuity profound changes in science 
policy began when the head of Narkompros [The Commissariat 
of Education], Andrey Alexandrovich Zhdanov, initiated an effort 
to bring the content of multiple disciplines into conformity with 
what he (and Stalin) conceived to be Marxist-Leninist thinking. 
These affected the Academies of Sciences most directly, but also 
impacted the content of secondary and higher education. However, 
we must remember that contrary to common accounts, “Stalin’s 
Great Science,” as Alexei Kojevnikov has ironically termed it,4 in
cluded both perversions such as Lysenkoism and Pavlovism5 and 
the science and technology behind Soviet nuclear weapons and 
advanced rocket science as well as world-class mathematics.

The installation of Soviet-style academic institutions and the effort 
to bring scientific content into party-line conformity took quite dif
ferent forms in the nations of East Central Europe after they were 
taken over by communist parties. “Reform” of higher education 
on the Soviet model was not successful everywhere. In Poland, for 
example, while the percentage of students from the working and 
agrarian classes was tripled between 1946 and 1952, the professori
ate was not purged. In 1958, only 11 per cent of professors and 2.5 
per cent of students belonged to the Polish United Workers’ Party, 
while in Czechoslovakia, roughly one third of professors were party 
members by this time.6 In Hungary, psychologists found ways of 
working around or even subverting Pavlovism.7 The list goes on.

3 On the Staliniza-
tion of Soviet higher 
education and con
tinuity after 1945, 
see John Connelly, 
Captive University: 
The Sovietization of 
East German, Czech 
and Polish Higher 
Education (Chapel Hill, 
2000).

4 Alexei B. Kojevnikov, 
Stalin’s Great Sci-
ence: The Times and 
Adventures of Soviet 
Physicists (London, 
2004).

5 Lysenkoism was 
a doctrine propa
gated by agronomist 
Trofim Lysenko with 
Stalin’s support, which 
opposed Mendelian 
genetics and science-
based agriculture, 
claiming that it was 
possible to improve 
crop yields by grafting 
and related tech
niques. Pavlovism was 
the name applied to 
a rigidly dogmatic 
version of physiologist 
Ivan Pavlov’s doctrine 
of “higher nervous 
functions” by Konstan-
tin Bykov and others, 
with Zhdanov’s sup
port, who condemned 
any reference to the 
role of mind in human 
behavior.

6 John Connelly, 
“Polish Universities 
and State Social-
ism, 1944 −  1968,” in 
Universities under 
Dictatorship, ed. John 
Connelly and Michael 
Grüttner (University 
Park, 2005), 185-212, 
esp. 199.

7 Csaba Pleh, “The 
Ambivalent Role of 
Pavlovization in Hun
garian Psychology in the 

1950s,” in Von einer Wis-
senschaft des Lebens 
zu den Lebenswissen-
schaften in Zentraleu-

ropa, ed. Mitchell G. Ash 
and Juliane Mikoletzky 
(Vienna, 2023), 145-
176.
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We turn now to the three successor states of Nazi Germany: the 
two German states and Austria.8 In the Soviet occupation zone and 
the GDR, serious efforts were made at first to purge the professo
riate of former Nazis and to recruit students from the working 
and agrarian classes as well as women into higher education.9 
The later so-called “second” higher education reform of the early 
1950s and the reorganization of the Academy of Sciences were 
clearly intended to replicate Soviet models. The Socialist Unity 
Party organization inserted itself into higher education leader
ship in the form of vice deanships in 1954, and between 1952 and 
1954 six new Technische Hochschulen with narrow specializations 
in the Soviet mode were added to the “classical” one in Dresden.10 
However, surprisingly many former members of the NSDAP were 
retained or rehired in the natural, biomedical and technical sci
ences. In these disciplines “bourgeois scientists” were regarded as 
human resources for the construction of socialism and privileged 
in various ways.11 The renaming of the University of Berlin after 
Alexander and Wilhelm von Humboldt in 1949 was an effort to 
mobilize symbolic resources, in particular “the brothers’ common 
ideals of humanity and common understanding among peoples 
[Völkerverständigung],” to support the GDR’s claim to represent all 
of Germany.12 We might call this transformation self-Sovietization 
with bourgeois assistance. But the arrest and imprisonment of 
hundreds of opposition students showed clearly enough where 
the priorities lay. The expulsion from the party and house arrest 
of physicist Robert Havemann in the early 1960s did the same.13

In the Western occupation zones and the Federal Republic of Ger-
many, and also in Austria, the loosening of initially strict dena
zification policies following the transfer of responsibility to local 
offi cials eventually produced a personnel situation depressingly 

8 For a comparative 
overview of devel
opments in East and 
West Germany, see 
Mitchell G. Ash, “Kon-
struierte Kontinuitäten 
und divergierende 
Neuanfänge nach 
1945,” in Gebrochene 
Wissenschaftskulturen: 
Universität und Politik 
im 20. Jahrhundert, ed. 
Michael Grütter et al. 
(Göttingen, 2010), 
215-246.

9 Ilko-Sascha 
Kowalczuk, Geist im 
Dienste der Macht: 
Hochschulpolitik in der 
SBZ/DDR, 1945 bis 
1961 (Berlin, 2003); 
Gunilla-Friedrike 
Budde, Frauen der 
Intelligenz: Akade-
mikerinnen in der 
DDR, 1945- bis 1975 
(Göttingen, 2003).

10 https:​/​/de​
.wikipedia​.org​/wiki​
/Technische_Hoch-
schule#Technische_
Hochschulen_in_Ost-
deutschland. Accessed 
September 8, 2025.

11 Ralph Jessen, 
“Between Control and 
Collaboration: The 
Universities in East 
Germany,” in Univer-
sities under Dictator-
ship, ed. John Connelly 
and Michael Grüttner 
(University Park, 
2005), 245 −  282, esp. 
250-252.

12 Paul Wandel, cited 
in Raimar Hansen, 
“Von der Friedrich-Wil-
helms-Universität zur 
Humboldt-Universität 
zu Berlin,” in Konrad 
H. Jarausch, Matthias 

13 On Havemann see 
Robert Havemann: 
Dokumente eines Leb-
ens. Zusammengestellt 
und eingeleitet von 
Dieter Hoffmann (Ber-
lin, 1991).

Middell and Annette 
Vogt, Geschichte der 
Universität unter den 
Linden, Bd. 3. Sozial-
istisches Experiment 
und Erneuerung in der 
Demokratie – die Hum-

boldt-Universität zu 
Berlin 1945–2010 (Ber-
lin, 2012), 121. For the 
extended debate and 
political maneuvering 
over the renaming, see 
ibid., 113-123.
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similar to that before 1945.14 However, the polemical claim that 
former Nazis were simply or “eventually” reinstated, used since 
the 1970s as a club to strike the older generation, has been modi
fied by detailed research.15 Loose talk about “continuity” obscures 
complex struggles over personnel policy in the late 1940s, the fact 
that fanatical Nazis were usually excluded, and provoked scandal 
when they were rehired, that reinstatements when they hap
pened could take as long as nine years, and also a more important 
point: faculty who had been members of the NSDAP often did 
not resume their careers in the positions they had formerly held. 
Multiple migrations included removals of hundreds of scientists 
by the Allies, most notably the rocket scientists from Peenemünde 
(Fig. 1), and also movement by professors from formerly German 
universities in East Central Europe, from the Soviet zone or from 
Austria to West Germany.16

To calls by the Allies, especially the British, to invite more émigrés 
who had been dismissed under Nazism to return and even to give 

Figure 1. Peenemünde 
rocket scientists who 
had come to the Unit­
ed States as part of 
“Operation Paperclip” 
pose for a photo at 
Fort Bliss, TX, 1946. 
Wernher von Braun is 
in the front row, sev­
enth from right (with 
his hand in his pocket). 
Photo: NASA.

14 For Germany see Ash, 
“Hochschulelitenwech-
sel in vergleichender 
Perspektive” and the 
literature cited there. For 
Austria see the relevant 
papers in ‘Säuberungen’ 
an den österreichischen 
Hochschulen 1934 − 1945: 
Voraussetzungen, 
Prozesse, Folgen, ed. 
Johannes Koll (Vienna, 
2017), and Christian 
H. Stifter, Zwischen 
geistiger Erneuerung und 
Restauration: US-amer-
ikanische Planungen zur 
Entnazifizierung und 
demokratischen Neuori-
entierung österreichischer 
Wissenschaft 1941-1955 
(Vienna, 2014), esp. ch. 4.

15 For recently pub-
lished case studies, see 
Anton F. Guhl, Wege 
aus dem “Dritten Reich”: 
Die Entnazifizierung der 
Hamburger Universität 
als ambivalente Nach-
geschichte des National-
sozialismus (Göttingen, 
2019) and Hans-Peter 

16 Mitchell G. Ash, 
“Wissenschaftswandel 
durch Remigration. 
Erkundigungen und 
Thesen,” in Belastete 

Ullmann, Die Universität 
zu Köln im Nationalso-
zialismus (Göttingen, 
2024), esp. 345-379.

Beziehungen: Studien 
zur Wirkung von Exil 
und Remigration auf 
die Wissenschaften 
in Deutschland nach 
1945, ed. Kirsten 
Heinsohn and Rainer 
Nicolaysen (Göttingen, 
2022), 21 −  45, esp. 
22-24.
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them preference in hiring,17 West German rectors acknowledged 
that this was in principle “a requirement of duty and honor” [eine 
solidarische Ehrenpflicht], but also noted various administrative 
obstacles, and suggested that preference might also be given to 
colleagues who had been “driven out” [vertrieben] from positions 
in “the East.”18

If we turn to the academic power relations embodied in univer
sity statutes, however, the “restoration” thesis has better support. 
Despite extensive reform discussions embodied inter alia in the 
so-called Blaues Gutachten of 1948, the statutes largely restored 
the dominant role of full professors [Ordinarienuniversität] that 
had existed before 1933, and did the same at new universities 
in Saarbrücken and Mainz.19 As German legal historian Helmut 
Coing put it: “Tendencies toward a fundamental reshaping of the 
Hochschulen versus the Weimar period existed neither in their stat
utes nor in curricula or pedagogical methods.”20 Innovative on the 
margins were the statutes of the Free University founded in the 
American zone of Berlin in 1948, which gave students, who had 
initiated the university’s founding, a true voice.21 The Ordinarien 
celebrated the return to Länder responsibility and the restoration 
of “autonomy,” meaning their own authority. That they dared to 
call this arrangement “democratic,” which they often did, seems 
cynical in retrospect, but it makes a certain kind of sense if we 
remember that the entire social and political system of the early 
Federal Republic was organized in corporatist fashion.

In Austria, civil servants, including professors, who had not been 
Austrian citizens in March 1938 (referred to as Reichsdeutsche) 
were summarily dismissed already in 1945, while professors who 
had been dismissed by the Nazis because they had served the 
Austro-Fascist regime were reinstated. A prominent example was 

in Westdeutschland 
1945-1976 (Munich, 
2010), 171-203, and 
Mitchell G. Ash, “Die 
Gründung der Freien 
Universität Berlin: Eine 
Innovation mit konstrui-

18 Ibid., 70, 124.

17 See, e.g., Nor-
dwestdeutsche 
Hochschulkonferenzen 
1945-1948, Teil I, ed. 
Manfred Heinemann 
(Hildesheim, 1990), 69.

19 On the reform dis
cussions see Barbara 
Wolbring, Trümmer-
feld und bürgerliche 
Welt. Universität in 
den gesellschaftli-
chen Reformdiskus-
sionen der westlichen 
Besatzungszonen 
(1945–1949) (Göttin-
gen, 2013). On the new 
universities in Mainz 
and Saarbrücken 
see Stefan Zauner, 
“Demokratischer 
Neubeginn? Die 
Universitäten in der 
französischen Besatzu-
ngszone,” in Regionale 
Eliten in Diktatur und 
Demokratie: Baden 
und Württemberg 
1930-1952, ed. Cor-
nelia Rauh-Kühne and 
Michael Ruck (Reprint 
Berlin, 2015), 333-362, 
esp. 347-358; 75 Jahre 
Johannes-Guten-
berg-Universität 
Mainz: Universität in 
der demokratischen 
Gesellschaft, ed. Georg 
Krausch (Regensburg, 
2021); 75 Jahre Univer-
sität des Saarlandes: 
Themen, Akteure, Orte 
ihrer Geschichte, ed. 
Thilo Offergeld (Saar-
brücken, 2023).

20 Helmut Coing, “Der 
Wiederaufbau und die 
Rolle der Wissenschaft,” 
in Wissenschafts-
geschichte seit 1900: 
75 Jahre Universität 
Frankfurt, ed. Wolfgang 

Mommsen (Frankfurt a. 
M., 1992), 87.

erten Kontinuitäten,” in 
Freie Universität Berlin: 
Topografie, Institution, 
Erbe, ed. Jan Lazardzig 
and Lisa-Frederike 
Seidler (Frankfurt a. M., 
in press).

21 See Stefan Paulus, 
Vorbild USA? Ameri-
kanisierung von Univer-
sität und Wissenschaft 
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law professor Ludwig Adamovich, the last Minister of Justice in the 
Austro-Fascist regime and rector of the University of Vienna from 
1945 to 1947.22 Working with the small number of colleagues who 
had never joined the NSDAP and Ministry section head Otto von 
Skrbensky, who had also served the Austro-Fascist regime, they 
ultimately decided which former Nazis could return and which 
could not. After the treaty of 1955 ended the occupation, the Higher 
Education Organization Law [Hochschul-Organisationsgesetz] of that 
year secured professorial autonomy and control.23

A striking contrast to this picture is the fundamental change in 
American higher education and science policy that began in 1944 
with the passage of the “Servicemen’s Readjustment Act,” popu
larly known as the “GI Bill.” The bill provided grants and loans for 
returning servicemen and -women who wished to study at higher 
education institutions. Between 1945 and 1954, 2,232,000 people 
received support from these funds.24 As a result, the United States 
became the first country worldwide to achieve mass higher edu
cation. Foundational for science policy was the proposal made by 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s former science advisor, Vannevar 
Bush, in Science: The Endless Frontier (Fig. 2). Citing the successful 
collaboration of science and industry with the federal government 
during the war, Bush proposed that the government develop a real 
science policy and support it financially. The justification he offered 
for this radical step is revealing: “Without scientific progress no 
amount of achievement in other directions can insure our health, 
prosperity, and security as a nation in the modern world.”25

Bush’s proposal was not adopted overnight, but by 1960 it was clear 
that his vision had triumphed. An implicit, uncodified arrange
ment had been reached, based on a simple exchange of generous 
federal funding in return for useful knowledge, loosely defined. 
The mix of publicly and privately funded institutions that had 
been characteristic of higher education in the United States since 
the late nineteenth century continued, but now scientific knowl
edge and the academic training needed to acquire it had become 
public goods, while also being viewed as private goods (meaning 
paths to social and economic advancement) by students and their 

22 Stifter, Zwischen 
geistiger Erneuerung 
und Restauration, cited 
in note 14, and the lit
erature cited there.

23 Thomas König, 
“Die Entstehung eines 
Gesetzes: Österre-
ichische Hochschul-
politik in den 1950er 
Jahren,” Österre-
ichische Zeitschrift 
für Geschichtswissen-
schaften 23:2 (2012): 
57-81.

24 Roger L. Geiger, 
American Higher Edu-
cation since World War 
II: A History (Princeton, 
2019), Part I, 5.

25 Vannevar Bush, 
Science. The Endless 
Frontier: A Report to 
the President on a 
Program for Postwar 
Scientific Research, 
July 1945 (Reprint 
Washington D.C., 
1960), 5. Emphasis 
mine.



66 Bulletin of the German Historical Institute | 77 | Spring 2026

parents. However, the price of success was high: insistence on 
patriotic loyalty resulting in open intimidation and dismissals 
especially of politically active non-tenured academics began long 
before Joseph McCarthy’s brief era and persisted after his defeat.26 
Lorraine Daston recently summarized another central dilemma: 
“How to safeguard the freedom of science from government med
dling without relinquishing government generosity – basically, 
how to take the money and run.”27

Accompanying all this were cultural diplomacy initiatives focused 
in part on academic and educational exchange. Most prominent 
among them was the program proposed by Senator J. William Ful-
bright, enacted by Congress in 1946, and supported by the Smith-
Mundt Act of 1948.28 Extraordinarily innovative were (and are) 

Figure 2. Vannevar 
Bush, Science: the 
Endless Frontier, 1945. 
Cover page of the first 
edition.

26 Ellen W. Schrecker, 
No Ivory Tower: McCar
thyism & the Universi-
ties (New York, 1986); 
The Cold War and the 
University: Toward an 
Intellectual History of 
the Postwar Years, ed. 
André Schiffrin (New 
York, 1997); Jessica 
Wang, American Science 
in an Age of Anxiety. 
Science, Anti-Commu-
nism, and the Cold War 
(Chapel Hill, 1999).

27 Lorraine Daston, 
Rivals: How Scientists 
Learned to Cooperate 
(New York, 2024), 108.

28 Lonnie R. Johnson, 
“The Making of the Ful-
bright Program, 1946-
1961: Architecture, 
Philosophy and Narra-
tive,” in The Legacy of J. 

William Fulbright: Policy, 
Power, and Ideology, ed. 
Alessandro Brogi, Giles 
Scott-Smith and David 
T. Snyder (Lexington, 
KY, 2019), 152-181. 

For the case of Austria, 
see Thomas König, Die 
Frühgeschichte des 
Fulbright-Programms in 
Österreich. Transatlan-
tische “Fühlungnahme auf 

dem Gebiete der Erzie-
hung” (Innsbruck, 2012), 
and Stifter, Zwischen 
geistiger Erneuerung und 
Restauration, cited in 
note 14, ch. 6.
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Figure 3. Austrian Ful­
brighters (22 women 
and 29 men) sailing to 
the United States on 
the U.S.S. Constitu-
tion, Genoa, Septem­
ber 1951. Archive of 
Fulbright Austria, 
Vienna.

29 Marita Krauss, 
“‘Gedankenaustausch 
über Probleme und 
Methode der For-
schung’”. Transatlan-
tische Gastprofessoren 
aus Emigrantenkreisen 
in Westdeutschland 
nach 1945,“ Berichte 
zur Wissenschaftsges-
chichte 29 (2006): 243-
259; “Exilerfahrung 
und Wissenschafts-
transfer. Gastprofes-
soren nach 1945,” in 
Elitenwanderung und 
Wissenstransfer im 19. 
und 20. Jahrhundert, 
ed. Dittmar Dahlmann 
and Reinhold Reith 
(Essen, 2008), 35-53.

30 John Krige, Amer
ican Hegemony and 
the Postwar Recon-
struction of Science in 
Europe (Cambridge, 
2006).

31 See, e.g., Fredrik W. 
Thue, In Quest of a Dem-
ocratic Social Order: The 

the binational arrangements at the heart of that program (Fig. 3). 
We should add to this the numerous visiting professors from the 
United States to West German and other European universities, 
funded by the Rockefeller and Ford Foundations and other sources.29

In response to John Krige’s claim that all of this served “American 
hegemony,”30 I note that the work of the British Council as well 
as the refounding of the DAAD and the Alexander von Humboldt 
Foundation in the early 1950s show that American programs were 
not the only game in town, and that Europeans mobilized Ameri
can social science to overcome or outflank older approaches in West 
Germany, the Netherlands, Norway, and elsewhere.31

Nonetheless, given the structural conservatism in West Germany 
and Austria just described, we might well ask how much change 
such initiatives actually achieved. Instituting American-style 
departments to replace traditional faculties and Lehrstühle encoun
tered stiff resistance. American-style liberal arts colleges were 
also not established, although the “campus” concept did affect the 
design of some newly founded universities in the 1960s.32 The 
founding of the Free University in West-Berlin was supported 
by the American authorities there, but the idea itself came from 

32 Paulus, Vorbild 
USA?, cited note 21, 
ch. IX.

Americanization of Nor
wegian Social Scholarship 
1918-1970 (Oslo, 2006).
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German students.33 Despite the pride taken in the “Berlin mod
el” of governance mentioned above, which gave students a voice, 
that model was hardly “American.” In any case, what was actually 
established in Berlin turned out to be much like other West Ger
man universities.34

What did take hold in West Germany (less so in Austria) was the 
idea that a research stay, a visiting professorship or even a degree 
from an American university could advance one’s career. Peo-
ple joked about the existence of an informal degree, the “IAG” (in 
Amerika gewesen). Due to its financial prowess, but also to the 
remarkable diversity of its higher education system, the United 
States became and remained for decades a major attractor in an 
increasingly globalized network of science and scholarship.

III. Cold War II, 1961-1989/91 – Deepening the Divide, with 
Transformations West and East

Among historians it has become conventional to speak of a soft
ening of Cold War conflict and the shift to U.S.-Soviet “detente” 
following the brinkmanship of the Cuban missile crisis. However, 
the so-called “hardening” of the border between the two German 
states marks a countervailing trend. August 13, 1961 might even 
be called the real birthdate of the GDR, because it made possible 
an autarkic planning regime that had been undermined by mass 
migration to the West. As a result, in higher education at least, 
the East-West divide deepened.35

In the West, three major trends – expansion (called “massification” 
by its opponents), segmentation, and so-called “democratization” 
– transformed higher education in multiple ways. In both the 
United States and Western Europe, the 1960s saw an unprecedented 
expansion in both the number of higher education institutions 
and the numbers of students attending them, going far beyond the 
growth that had already begun in the 1950s. In the U.S., enroll
ment in public higher education institutions increased by nearly 
two and one-half times in fifteen years, from 3,970,000 in 1965 to 

33 Ash, “Die Gründung 
der Freien Universität 
Berlin,” cited above 
note 19. For a different 
interpretation see, 
Paulus, Vorbild USA?, 
179-183.

34 Helmut Gollwitzer, 
cited in Uwe Schlicht, 
“Fünfzig Jahre Freie 
Universität. Eine 
politische Geschichte,” 
in Freie Universität 
Berlin (Berlin, 1998), 
41.

35 For this perspec
tive see Tobias Kaiser, 
“Planungseuphorie und 
Hochschulreform in 
der deutsch-deutschen 
Systemkonferenz,” in 
Gebrochene Wissen-
schaftskulturen, cited 
note 8, 247-260.
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37 Higher Education 
Enrollment Trends by 
Gender 1970 to 2025, 
March 20, 2019. https:​/​/ 
educationalpolicy​.org​
/hello​-world Accessed 
September 8, 2025.

between 1970 (32.6 
million) and 1990 (68.3 
million). Angel J. Cal-
deron, “Massification 
of Higher Education 
Revisited,” March 
2019. Accessed Sep
tember 8, 2025.

9,460,000 in 1980.36 By the way, as Figure 4 shows, female enroll
ment in American higher education institutions already began 
to surpass that of males about 1985, long before this became the 
political issue it is today.37

In West Germany, the enrollment increase was still higher 
than in the United States, three and one-half times from 1960 
(225,286) to 1975 (788,792).39 Thus, the fears of “massification” 
expressed by some West German professors in the 1950s were 
realized twenty years later. New universities were founded, 
lecture fees ended, and federally subsidized student stipends 
(BAFÖG) enacted by law in 1971. Across Europe ambitious re
gional governments saw new universities as a way of improv
ing their standing.40 Much of this also happened in the United 
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States, but expansion there did not mean ending tuition. In West 
Germany, expansion was supported across the political spec
trum, albeit for different reasons in each party.41 Policymakers 
advanced the convenient fiction that the “mountain” of students 
born after the war could be “tunneled under” and the universi
ties would eventually return to “normal” size.42 Instead, demand 
for university education in the middle classes, especially among 
women, rose sharply, while funding for new teaching staff failed 
to keep pace. The result was persistent underfinancing. Coping 
strategies like the introduction of admissions limits (numerus 
clausus) in disciplines that were deemed to be overcrowded did 
little to solve the problem.

Segmentation: In the United States, state universities had com
bined liberal arts education and profession-oriented degree pro
grams since the turn of the twentieth century,43 but it was in 
the 1960s that Clark Kerr invented the term “multiversity.”44 
Following the example of the University of California, many states 
established regional institutions as part of statewide systems, but 
many of these institutions also offered a wide range of degree 
programs. In Germany and Austria, in contrast, segmentation was 
the strategy of choice. Since the Kaiserreich, creating new institu
tions outside the universities had been a way of meeting demand 
for new levels of qualification in the labor market while changing 
the “core” institutions as little as possible. New from the 1960s 
and 1970s onward were increased support for Fachhochschulen 
focused on training in specific scientific and technical fields, the 
number of which rose from 97 in 1975 to 122 ten years later,45 
and for a new, more integrated format, the Gesamthochschule, in 
Social Democratic Länder.46 Teacher training institutes [Pädago-
gische Hochschulen] became wissenschaftliche Hochschulen; in the 
1980s many were integrated into the universities, after much 
debate.47 The federal “Higher Education Framework Law” [Hoch-
schulrahmengesetz] of 1976 was an attempt to cope with institu
tional diversification, as well as the widely differing approaches 
of the Länder to reform and to student protests, by establishing 
minimal structural principles for higher education institutions, 
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without folding all of them into the universities.48 The law was 
a milestone in German constitutional history, because it trans
ferred important elements of educational policy to the central 
government, but it failed to relieve the enrollment pressure on 
the universities.49

All this was accompanied by the creation of the Gruppenuniversität, 
a radical reform of academic governance that strengthened rep
resentation of middle-level staff and students, although a ruling 
of Germany’s Supreme Constitutional Court [Bundesverfassungs-
gericht] in 1973 mandated professorial majorities in decisions 
involving academic appointments. In Austria, open admissions, 
freedom from tuition for locals and three-way parity in governance 
enacted in the University Organization Law [Universitäts-Organisa-
tionsgesetz] of 1975 were retained “as a fetish of co-determination” 
until the early 2000s.50 Comparable changes were enacted else
where in Western Europe.51 Though it is conventional, especially 
among those who benefitted from this policy, to call this “democ
ratization,” we might also see it as an extension of corporatist 
structures already in place.

In the GDR, “massification” did not happen. Enrollment was capped 
in the early 1970s, because state planning commissions did not see 
an economic need (and also lacked the means) to add new places. In 
1985, actual enrollment in GDR Hochschulen was 130,000.52 “Democ-
ratization” did not happen either. The so-called “third higher edu
cation reform” in the GDR [Dritte Hochschulreform] in the mid-1960s 
formally specified the dual purpose of higher education – the pro
duction of trained “cadres” and ideologically disciplined “socialist 
personalities,” allegedly assured by required courses in Marxism-
Leninism.53 Formal authority over this process was placed in the 
hands of the State Secretariat, later Ministry for Higher Education, 
but the organs of the Socialist Unity Party retained actual power. 
Traditional faculties were replaced with disciplinary Sektionen, 
while party committees in every Sektion assured discipline, as they 
had in the faculties. Segmentation Stalinist style continued; ten 
specialized Ingenieurhochschulen were established in 1969 and new 
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Fachschulen were founded.54 Once the “reformed” system stabilized, 
and the SED had adopted the doctrine of a “socially driven economic 
policy,” which essentially meant guaranteed employment for all 
independent of productivity, routine performance and stagnation 
had set in by the 1980s.55

The symbolic date “1968” also had different meanings in West 
and East. In the West, German students joined the revolts before, 
during and after that year that took place in many nations, forg
ing a transnational alliance with American students.56 Despite 
the proclamation of Marxist slogans, these were essentially gen
erational protests against stifling cultural conservatism and the 
war in Vietnam, with anarchistic tendencies. The revolt in the 
United States had begun in the early 1960s with the “Free Speech” 
movement in Berkeley and the foundation of the Students for a 
Democratic Society in 1962, but their actual impact on the gover
nance of higher education was minimal.57 In the East, dissident 
stirrings also began before the Prague Spring that had offered hope 
for “socialism with a human face” was crushed by Warsaw Pact 
troops in 1968.58 While the Stasi noted widespread opposition to 
this act, the few East German students who protested openly were 
expelled and some briefly jailed.59

The deepening East-West bifurcation of higher education also af
fected academic exchange. In the West, existing exchanges intensi
fied. Here, too, 1961 is a significant date, because the Fulbright-Hays 
Act of that year introduced opportunities for countries participat
ing in the program to co-fund it. In the 1970s, the West German 
government more than doubled contributions to that program60 
and also increased support for the DAAD and Alexander von  
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Humboldt programs, while adding the German Marshall Fund, 
founded in 1972 to mark the 25th anniversary of the Marshall 
Plan, and two new German Historical Institutes in London 1976 
and Washington in 1987. One important impact of this growth was 
the expansion of American Studies in West Germany (to a lesser 
extent in Austria), and of German Studies in the United States.

In stark contrast to all this, the “hardening” of the inner-German 
border made it extremely diffi cult for the GDR to engage academi
cally with West Germany or the USA. In 1968, a number of leading 
colleges and universities established the International Research 
and Exchanges Board (IREX) with support from foundations and 
the State Department.61 IREX’s mandate was to create and man
age exchanges with the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, but its 
funding was far less than that of the West German programs. The 
primary focus of academic exchanges in the region remained the 
USSR, other “socialist” countries, and selected African and Asian 
countries; of course, all of these exchanges took place under strict 
party-state control. Nonetheless, a small number of American 
scholars (myself among them) gained access to East German ar
chives and institutions during the 1980s, and an active community 
of researchers on East Germany with its own journal emerged in 
the United States during these years.62

By the 1980s, it was widely agreed that higher education in the 
FRG was in crisis due to underfinancing, overcrowding in some 
disciplines and internal reform blockades.63 The parallels with the 
stagnation in the East are striking in retrospect, though the para
lyses had different causes. Unification changed all that.

IV. The Post-Cold War Generation, 1989/91 – 2016: German 
Unification, “Neoliberalism,” and Europeanization

In popular histories the fall of communism is often dated Novem
ber 9, 1989, to coincide with the opening of the Berlin Wall, 
although the Iron Curtain had already been breached at the bor
der between Austria and Hungary in July. However, neither event 
led automatically to the end of the GDR, nor did this end com
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munist regimes anywhere else in Europe, but it started a process 
that took different forms in multiple nations before, during and 
after the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. Only in Germany 
did a formerly communist country have the option of choosing to 
merge with a Western one. As Lajos Vekas, then head of Collegium 
Budapest, said to me in the mid-1990s, “We had no West Hungary 
to come and save us.”

The decision for unification by accession [Beitritt] of the GDR 
to the FRG took place within a rapidly narrowing time frame, 
much faster than any of the participants had expected.64 The 
impact of this on science and higher education policy has been 
discussed in detail elsewhere.65 I will only make a few relevant 
points here.

First: Academic exchange programs took an unusual form in this 
process. During the brief runup to unification, the DAAD financed 
short-term visiting professorships for West German academics in 
East Germany.66 The grantees saw themselves as agents of knowl
edge transfer, but the shock of West-East and intergenerational 
confrontation hardened the resolve of many to end the communist 
system root and branch.

Second: The Unification Treaty said very little about higher edu
cation, because this was an issue for the Länder. Article 37 recog
nized academic degrees awarded by East German higher education 
institutions of all types, but that was all. What followed was a 
very complex process with results that were predicted by no one in 
advance. Dieter Simon, head of the Science Council [Wissenschafts-
rat] at the time, wrote that he had assumed that the universities 
would be stable, and only the Academy of Sciences dismantled.67 
By 1992, the results were clear: drastic reductions in academic per
sonnel and the transfer of West German institutional structures 
to the new German Länder.

Already in January 1991, Hans Joachim Meyer (Fig. 5), the last 
Minister of Education in the GDR and the first Minister for Science 
and Arts in Saxony, described the structural side of this process, 
citing Nietzsche, as a “transvaluation of values”: A West German 
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higher education system that had been widely perceived to be in 
crisis in 1989 suddenly became the only possible system.68

As Meyer also stated, many East German reformers simply assumed 
that making their institutions “HRG-konform” meant copying West 
German structures and failed to notice the elements of flexibility 
in the framework law. The list of missed chances for reform in the 
West is long, but the widespread view of unification as nothing 
more than a “takeover” or “colonization” of East Germany by the 
West can and should be doubted for a number of reasons.69 First, 
far from conspiring to “conquer” the East, the West German actors 
were divided among themselves about how to proceed, and some 
of them became sharp critics of the outcome. Second, East Ger
mans were prominently involved in developing and enacting the 
policies in question at both the Länder government and university 
levels; denouncing all of these democratically legitimated actors 
as collaborators or agents of a colonial power makes little sense. 
Third, and most important, the law of unintended consequences 
was constantly at work: sweeping policies led to unexpected out
comes, which led in turn to constant improvisation.

The disastrous consequences for thousands of East German aca
demics are undeniable, but it is a serious mistake to attribute all 
of this to “De-Stasification,” as some journalists did early in the 
game, or to the so-called Abwicklung and “refounding” of univer
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sity disciplines like history, as many authors still do.70 The data 
we now have yield a differentiated picture. Political dismissals of 
those who had held high party positions or had collaborated with 
the Stasi account for at most 20 per cent, often far less, of the 
total. The vast majority of those dismissed were middle-level staff, 
who lost their jobs because there was no position [kein Bedarf] for 
them according to the West German personnel plans adopted the 
previous autumn. These were not political, but politically caused 
dismissals, many of which did not stand up in court. Some Länder 
governments, such as Saxony, protected at least some of their peo
ple from dismissal, but severe budget cuts during the mid-1990s 
led to additional politically caused firings or layoffs.

Even then the career destruction was not complete. According to 
recently reported data on appointments up to 1994, the persistent 
cliché that professorships were all filled by West Germans applies 
only to the disciplines that had been on the Abwicklung lists, with 
exceptions even there. East Germans fared far better in the social 
sciences and humanities that had not been on such lists, such as 
German literature, art history, ethnology, or linguistics; and in the 
natural and technical sciences East Germans were the majority.71 
The claim that women were “driven out” of East German higher 
education turns out to be another persistent cliché. The propor
tion of women appointed to professorships in the new German 
Länder by 1995, 11.7 per cent, was indeed low, but it was higher 
than the percentage in the GDR and double the percentage in the 
FRG at that time.72 The disappearance of women and the shrink
age of the Mittelbau appear to be closely related. However, it has 
also been noted that many East Germans who received professor
ships in these years were appointed at the rank of C3, meaning 
associate, rather than C4, or full professor, and therefore had less 
influence on subsequent appointments.73 This may help to explain 
the high level of West German professors in later years, which in 
turn corresponds with the very high percentage of West Germans 
in leading positions in the new states overall.

Unification in German higher education was part of a far wider 
transformation of higher education in the context of rapidly chang
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ing global power relations. The nations of East Central Europe chose 
a constantly shifting variety of higher education and research 
policies, while dealing at the same time with the dilemmas of 
post-communist politics, globalized economics, and later accession 
to the European Union.74 Each country went its own way at first, 
but resistance to radical reform appears to have been stronger in 
countries with “Humboldtian” traditions, such as Poland and the 
Czech Republic. A generation later, the Bologna process may have 
led to a certain amount of convergence, but comparative studies 
have yet to proceed very far. One factor that distinguished these 
countries from unified Germany and Western Europe is the rapid 
acceptance of private universities alongside publicly funded insti
tutions; however, state funding went mainly to public institutions, 
while private institutions showed extremely wide variation in 
quality.75 Another shared issue was the “brain drain” of promising 
younger scholars and scientists to the West, which is well known 
anecdotally but insuffi ciently researched thus far.

In higher education policy discourse it has become common to 
speak of a predominance of “neoliberal” policies or even of a “neo
liberal university,” though historian Philipp Ther rightly states 
that it is not clear whether a coherent doctrine called “neolib
eralism” actually exists.76 Perhaps we would do better to regard 
“neoliberalism” as a set of slogans, a kind of management-speak, 
which entered higher education policy by way of a doctrine called 
“new public management.”77 This essentially meant substitut
ing management models from business and industry for bureau
cratic procedures. Skepticism about how far this actually went in 
Germany and Austria is justified, but the substitution of flexible 
“global” budgeting for cameralistic financial administration was a 
significant result. Parallel to this were calls from the Bertelsmann 
Foundation and others for universities to embrace competition 
more openly.78 In Germany, this actually happened. The Excellence 
Initiative launched in 2004 by Edelgard Bulmahn (an SPD minister!) 
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made well-known but rarely acknowledged achievement differ
ences among German universities more visible.79 In Austria, the 
University Law of 2002 [Universitätsgesetz] opened the way toward 
management reform by making universities legally autonomous 
[vollrechtsfähig], although of course, like German universities, they 
remain dependent on state funding regulated by so-called “achieve
ment agreements” [Leistungsvereinbarungen].80

In both Germany and Austria (as in the United States, see below) 
steadily rising costs have increased pressure to bring in third-party 
funding to support university research, which has fueled talk of an 
“entrepreneurial university.”81 Pressure on higher education admin
istrators to demonstrate “strategic capability” [Strategiefähigkeit] has 
led to the introduction of central “quality control” procedures for 
academic appointments in both countries, which are regarded in 
some quarters as a more important threat to academic freedom than 
the scandalous cases reported in the media.82 The fact that much 
new third-party funding has come from the European Union brings 
me to the transformation of academic exchanges in this period.

Calls for a Europeanization of the university go back to the 1950s 
but led mainly to much talk with little impact.83 Europeanization 
of international student exchange was greatly strengthened by 
the Erasmus program established in 1987. Building on this, the 
Sorbonne and Bologna declarations of 1998 and 1999, respectively, 
aimed to create a “European higher education area.” The establish
ment of the European Credit Transfer System (ECTS) and the three-
degree system with Bachelor, Master and PhD led to a fundamental 
reorganization of study programs across the continent and beyond. 
The use of English-language degree names and the claim in the 
Bologna declaration itself that the new curricula would follow an 
“Anglo-Saxon” model led at first to critiques of supposed “American
ization,” although in fact the British and not the American Bachelor 
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was and remains the actual model for the European Bachelor.84 
Student discomfort with increasingly structured curricula erupted 
in the Uni brennt protests of 2009-2010, which began in Vienna and 
soon spread across Germany, but had little impact.85

The controversial debate on this transformation included claims 
by traditionalist conservative professors and protesting students 
alike that “Bologna” meant the “death of Humboldt,” meaning 
the traditional freedom of teaching and learning.86 Modernizing 
conservatives like Jürgen Rüttgers (CDU) claimed that in the age 
of the mass university “the unity of research and teaching” had 
“become a myth,” and that “one must reinvent the Humboldtian 
university in order to save it.”87 Perhaps more accurate was the 
statement by sociologist Rudolf Stichweh in his closing address as 
rector in Lucerne in 2008, that the success of the “Bologna process” 
actually meant the acceptance, after two generations of resistance 
and denial, of the mass university and its imperatives as facts to 
be faced and dealt with pragmatically by students, teachers, and 
administrators.88 In this spirit, Wilhelm Krull, Secretary General of 
the Volkswagen Foundation, cited the work of historian Sylvia Pal-
etschek on the “Humboldt myth” and argued that the way forward 
was to revivify the unity of teaching and research in structured 
PhD and postdoctoral programs and thus to achieve “a collaboration 
of the Humboldtian ideal and Bolognese pragmatism.”89

Unfortunately, the opportunity to rethink existing curricula posed 
by the Bologna process was rarely grasped. Instead, the variety 
of Bachelor degree programs has become bewildering and their 
compatibility with one another doubtful, while the employability 
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of Bachelor graduates – the technocrats’ original aim – continues to 
be elusive.90 Did the “Bologna process” impact education exchanges? 
Perhaps more than necessary, but less than feared. Overstuffed 
curricula and diffi culty in gaining recognition for ECTS points seem 
to have made it more diffi cult than anticipated to study abroad 
during Bachelor studies, but the Erasmus program still works.

Much of what I have described here began in the United States long 
before the fall of communism. State legislatures, coming under 
budgetary pressure, began a massive retreat from higher education 
funding in the 1980s and 1990s; it became customary to refer to 
“state supported” rather than “state universities.”91 The withdrawal 
of state legislatures has only been compensated to some extent 
by increasing dependence on third-party research funding, which 
strongly favors the hard sciences and biomedicine. This trend was 
reinforced by the Bayh-Dole Act of 1980, which allowed universities 
to acquire patents for discoveries made by their employees.92 It was 
in this period and not more recently that higher education adminis
trators increasingly came to regard third-party funding and patent 
revenues as a way to leverage higher budgets by increasing debt as 
well as tuition. More recently, recruiting tuition-paying foreign stu
dents has also been a revenue raiser for some institutions. We know 
that tuition increases led to increasing debt for many students; as a 
result, the promise of social mobility and higher incomes through 
higher education began to appear ever more hollow.

V. The Current Crisis: A Regime Change and the End of 
American Predominance?93

I now turn finally to the present and ask whether the current 
crisis of higher education and science in the United States is only 
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another transformation in a long series or something more fun
damental. The assault on the freedom of teaching and research, 
including direct attacks on the governance of higher education, by 
Donald Trump and his cohorts is not an act of science or higher 
education policy alone, but part of a far broader challenge. Calling 
this “a threat to our democracy” is a basic mistake. Trump and 
his enablers in Congress and the White House are misusing what 
they call “democracy,” meaning their narrow election victories, to 
attack the rule of law in the land where it was born. Apparently, 
some are still reluctant to call this an attempt at regime change, 
but I do not share that reluctance. The intent was already clear in 
the blizzard of Executive Orders issued on Inauguration Day, one 
of which suspended the birthright citizenship guaranteed by the 
14th Amendment in order to make it possible to deport irregular 
immigrants and their children.94

The implications of all this for higher education and science policy 
are many, and fundamental. Two closely related lines of attack can 
be distinguished: institutional and ideological. The institutional 
attack began with arbitrary cuts to and even the elimination of 
federal agencies supporting scientific research or data-gathering 
by DOGE, extending even to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration, which provides data needed for accurate weather 
prediction and GPS navigation software. This line of attack contin
ued with extreme funding cuts to the NSF and the NIH in the name 
of “government effi ciency,” impacting the third-party funding on 
which research universities have come to depend.95

Direct attacks on universities began with Columbia University and 
Harvard, but have since spread to multiple institutions, far beyond 
the Ivy League, following a simple principle familiar from protec
tion rackets: if one caves in, the others will follow. The initial claim 
was that Columbia had offered insuffi cient protection to Jewish 
students against harassment by pro-Palestinian demonstrators, 
but it has since become clear that such claims were little more than 
hooks on which to hang an unprecedented power-grab. Whether or 
not allegations of “antisemitism” actually apply to entire universi
ties, the threatened or actual punishment – cutting off or pausing 
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existing federal research funding in science and medicine – has 
no relation to the supposed “crime.” Rather, these funding cuts or 
the threat of same are a strong-arm negotiating tactic to achieve 
influence over university governance, in particular to force the 
revision or ending of DEI programs and priorities and “evaluate,” 
meaning eliminate, entire departments or study programs. The 
administration has since made this intention clear by proposing 
a “deal” to nine universities, offering privileged access to federal 
funding in exchange for allowing government oversight of hiring 
and department structures. The offer was refused by seven insti
tutions,96 but accepted by the University of Virginia, though this 
will surely be revoked by the Board of Trustees being appointed 
by newly elected governor Abigail Spanberger.97

We turn now to the ideological dimension. The actual political 
thrust behind all of this was formulated by J. D. Vance in an inter
view given before he ran for the Senate from Ohio, long before 
Trump’s election: “What we need is a new ruling class.” A year later 
Vance proclaimed (Fig. 6) that “The universities are the enemy.”98

The latter statement Vance takes a populist position against “elite 
experts” and in favor of “common sense,” a move common to 
populist parties worldwide; in the former he advocates an elite 
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exchange in which secular liberals are replaced by religious con
servatives and reactionaries under the guise of restoring “fairness 
and merit” as hiring criteria. This line of attack follows the lead 
of right-wing media outlets describing universities as preserves of 
left-wing thinking, “politically correct” practices based on the DEI 
doctrine, and “identity politics”-based instruction. In essence, posi
tions advocated by members of particularly “woke” departments 
are being applied with a very broad brush to whole institutions. 
Such accusations play well with heartland voters who lack higher 
education and feel disdained by the “coastal elites.”

All of this is of a piece with parallel ideological attacks on the 
autonomy of the sciences and the humanities. In addition to the 
deep cuts to the NSF already mentioned and an Executive Order 
ending federal funding for the NEH, two other Executive Orders 
make this clear: one mandating “Gold Standard” science, and a 
second mandating political oversight of federal grantmaking by 
adding an additional layer of political review.99 Taken together, 
these orders amount to a fundamental attack on peer review, 
which is to be relegated to an advisory role at best. Not only pro
cedures, but also the content of science and scholarship are to be 
regulated. Examples include an Executive Order requiring that all 
federal documents refer to two sexes only, male and female,100 and 
another authorizing a complete inspection of exhibitions and col
lections at the museums of the Smithsonian Institution in order to 
remove supposedly false and “divisive” exhibits and “restore truth 
and sanity to American history.”101

But the attacks are not limited to the supposedly soft disciplines. 
Climate research staff at the Environmental Protection Agency 
has been decimated in a move described by its head as “a dagger 
straight to the heart of climate change religion.”102 A panel of vac
cine experts at the National Institutes of Health has been replaced 
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with vaccine sceptics by order of Secretary Robert F. Kennedy, Jr. 
The head of the CDC, Susan Monarez, was fired after only one 
month for refusing to accept this change.103 Members of the STEM 
disciplines who may have considered themselves immune from 
the attack on the allegedly “woke” disciplines were plainly mis
taken. Technical institutions that provide clear economic benefits 
in return for government support like the National Weather Service 
are no better off than history or biomedicine.

The impact of all this on international exchange became evident 
quite quickly. Unprecedented interventions by Darren Beattie, a 
political appointee in the State Department’s Bureau of Education 
and Cultural Affairs, have denied scholarships to already approved 
exchange candidates based on the claims that their research topics 
were not aligned with administration priorities.104 Severe restric
tions on both the numbers of foreign students and scholars and 
their countries of origin, if enforced, will surely put a damper on 
such applications and could have a crippling effect on the budgets of 
institutions and on the numbers of foreign students or researchers, 
and thus on the learning experiences of other students.105 Radical 
cuts to federal research funding would also pose a serious threat to 
inter- and multinational networks for knowledge acquisition and 
exchange. In the so-called “Big Beautiful Bill” passed by Congress in 
July, the part of the State Department budget for 2026 devoted to 
foreign exchanges was cut by more than 90 per cent, which would 
have ended the prestigious Fulbright program as well as more than 
20 smaller exchange programs funded at least in part by the Divi-
sion of Education and Cultural Affairs. Funding was later restored 
in part (see below), but the threat was clear. Programs like Fulbright 
have long been central to the “soft power” of the United States, 
but the budget proposal’s text suggests that they are relics of the 
Post World-War-II era, denounces them for contributing to foreign 
influence at the expense of Americans, and calls for a “ground up 
review to ensure alignment with America first policies.”106
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Much has been made of high-level proposals by European nations 
such as France, Germany, Austria and the European Commission 
for programs to attract disappointed top scientists or highly qual
ified post-docs (Fig. 7),107 but whether European efforts can be 
suffi ciently coordinated or implemented in time to be effective 
seems doubtful.

In any case, the undoubted symbolic impact of such recruiting 
efforts is unlikely to compensate for mass dismissals of scientists 
and scholars and the radical reduction of foreign students and 
researchers in the U.S. The obvious beneficiary of all this is China, 
which already leads the world in the number of high-quality sci
entific papers and is achieving dominance in a number of strate
gically significant fields.108
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At the beginning of this text and again at the beginning of this 
section I asked whether this should be regarded as one transfor
mation among many, or whether something more profound was 
at stake. My answer should be obvious by now. The intrinsic value 
of scientific knowledge has never been undisputed in the United 
States, but the current onslaught threatens to end the arrangement 
proposed by Vannevar Bush in 1945 – generous funding for basic 
and applied research by the federal government in exchange for 
apparently or actually useful knowledge. Fortunately, Congress 
passed legislation in January of this year to restore funding of the 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, NASA, and the 
NSF as well as the Fulbright and other foreign exchange programs 
within the budget of the State Department nearly to fiscal 2025 
levels, and has also moved to prevent the Trump administration 
from acting independently of Congress in future.109 A recent report 
on U.S.-German exchange programs acknowledges “that right-wing 
populism is undermining democratic principles,” but highlights 
the multiple, also non-state actors in this field and suggests that 
“heightened anxieties” since 2016 have actually led to “a period of 
energy and renewal.”110 But other funding cuts, the fundamental 
changes in the grant approval process, and the political reviews 
of national museum exhibits named above remain in effect as of 
this writing, and the recent proposal to expand vastly the amount 
of information to be supplied by foreign visitors in support of visa 
applications, if enacted, will surely impact academic exchange 
programs as well.111

Historians love irony. It’s our favorite trope, and the implications 
of all this for the standing of the United States in the world can 
only be summarized ironically. In a multipolar world, Donald 
Trump’s wildly unpredictable tariff regime is unlikely to restore 
American economic predominance, or to reverse the decades-long 
shift from an industrial to a service economy in that country. But 
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the Trump regime’s attacks on higher education and science could 
reduce, perhaps even end American predominance in the one area 
in which it had actually still existed until now.112

VI. Conclusion – Continuities and Differences

In these remarks I have tried to outline, or sketch, a series of trans
formations. The changes have been many, the most recent ones 
fundamental. What if anything holds this complex story together?

Of course, this is a story of growth and diversification, but not 
necessarily of democratization. Higher education systems have 
grown in size and institutional diversity worldwide, and access to 
higher education has broadened, though perhaps not as much or 
in directions that some would wish. The hopes of Social Democrats 
that the opening of the German universities would benefit chil
dren of the industrial working class have not been fulfilled. Rather, 
mass higher education has benefitted primarily women of the 
middle classes, while at the same time the transformation from a 
manufacturing to a service economy has changed the meaning of 
the term “working class.” Children of parents with academic degrees 
are still far more likely to study than others but calling them an 
“elite” seems questionable. The enormous income and wealth gaps 
that opened up in the neoliberal era are not due to lack of edu
cational opportunities, but to the financialization of the global 
economy. As a result, the actual position of educated professionals 
measured by average income has stagnated. This applies especially 
clearly to the academic profession itself. Growth and diversification 
have brought with it considerable expansion in the number of pro
fessorships in the United States and in German-speaking Europe, as 
well as increased appointments of women in some disciplines, but 
career structures have been far too slow to change. That is also the 
case for the compensation hierarchies among disciplines, which are 
often public knowledge in the United States, and are also present 
but less well known in German-speaking Europe.

Perhaps the most important continuities are the persistent, fun
damental differences between higher education in Europe and the 
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United States. The first is a difference in the way higher education 
itself has been and continues to be regarded in the United States 
and in Europe. In the United States, higher education has always 
been and continues to be perceived, especially by students and 
their parents, as a personal good, acquired by individuals in order 
to advance their social or economic standing. That is why private 
universities are so numerous in the United States, and why there is 
little or no rejection in principle of the idea of paying tuition as an 
investment in the future, even in publicly supported institutions. 
Outrage is focused not on tuition per se, but on tuition increases 
and the resulting debt spiral. Outside the United States, higher 
education has been and continues to be considered a public good. 
That is why higher education institutions have been and continue 
to be intimately linked with and primarily financed by the state, 
which is considered to be responsible for assuring fair distribution 
of both access to higher education and to its benefits. This in turn 
explains why the very idea of charging local residents tuition is 
political anathema in German-speaking Europe. All of this limits 
both the possibilities for reform and the imagination of reformers. 
This basic difference between the continents is likely to persist, 
even though private universities are being founded in Europe in 
increasing numbers. Academic exchange programs, too, have grown 
enormously, but have had little or no impact on this point.

A second dimension of continuity is also one of difference. While 
academic freedom is claimed as a right on both continents, its nature 
and limits – especially the issue of who should have this right – have 
been persistently disputed. The Basic Law of the Federal Republic 
explicitly guarantees constitutional protection to the freedom of 
teaching and research, though not to the freedom of learning. Court 
rulings have increasingly extended academic freedom not only to 
individual scholars and scientists, but also to institutions, which in 
principle carries with it the responsibility to protect their own staff 
from political attack – a responsibility not always taken seriously 
by administrators.113 In American constitutional law, academic free
dom remains a subset of freedom of speech, although a special pro
tection for academic speech was acknowledged in a Supreme Court 
decision as early as 1957.114 Whether this protection automatically 
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implies institutional autonomy is a hotly contested issue.115 This 
vagueness about the precise meaning of academic freedom in the 
United States has left an opening for populist demagogy throughout 
American history. The second Trump administration has driven a 
large truck through that opening. Recent reports suggest that the 
attempted regime change now underway has already begun to trans
form American academic life and international higher education 
exchange networks.116 Whether such shifts will persist remains an 
open question.
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