The Campus and Beyond: Higher
Education and Social Inequalities

in Europe and North Americq,
1890s-2000s

Conference held at the German Historical Institute Washing-
ton, October 9-10, 2025. Organized by the GHI Washington,
sponsored by the Fritz Thyssen Foundation.

Conveners: Raphael Réssel (GHI Washington), Elizabeth
Tandy Shermer (University of Georgia), Stefanie Coché
(University of Hannover / University of GieBen). Participants:
Timothy R. Cain (University of Georgia), Christopher Geto-
wicz (University of lllinois Urbana-Champaign), Ida Ogra-
iSek Gorenjak (University of Zagreb), Joshua Ward Jeffery
(independent scholar), Aron Schulze (Technical University
Dresden), Olga Sparschuh (University of Vienna), Mary Kate
Steinbeck (University of Georgia), Jonathan Voges (Univer-
sity of Hannover).

Rejecting the idea of academia as somehow detached from
the social and political realities beyond campus walls, this
conference explored the historical roots, shifting patterns,
and persistent features of social inequality at European and
North American universities since the late nineteenth century.
As the organizers emphasized in their opening remarks, the
theme could hardly be more topical: in the United States,
skyrocketing tuition costs, widespread campus protests,
and tensions between individual institutions and the federal
government have imbued discussions on higher education
with exceptional volatility. Many Americans have grown dis-
illusioned with higher education, as old promises of upward
social mobility increasingly ring hollow. Across the Atlantic,
European students face rent spikes and housing shortages
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in major university cities, displaced Ukrainian scholars work
to rebuild their academic careers, and resistance against
the precarization of academic labor continues to mount. As
the convenors stressed, none of these interrelated crises are
entirely new. Historically, universities have long represented
spaces of individual advancement as well as arenas of social
stratification and exclusion. By looking “beyond” the campus
and situating higher education within its broader social and
political contexts, the conference aimed to not only illuminate
the unique societal role of the university, but also to clarify
the current stakes of academia.

Christopher Getowicz opened the first panel, which dealt with
the (often-unacknowledged) barriers to university access.
His presentation shed light on activist-led efforts to estab-
lish and sustain the University of Minnesota’s Department of
Afro-American Studies during the 1960s and early 1970s,
highlighting the dynamicinterplay between on-campus pro-
test groups and Minneapolis' broader Black community. Many
Black student leaders maintained close ties with, and drew
organizational support from The Way, one of the city’'s most
prominent Black community centers. In turn, several well-
known community members linked to The Way were later
recruited to the university’s faculty after on-campus advocacy
efforts culminated in the creation of the Department of Afro-
American Studiesin 1969. It was this fluid movement between
campus and community that ensured the continuity of activist
initiatives even after formal access to university resources was
curtailed: by 1973, many of the department’s original faculty
members were expelled, and yet the grassroots “Communiver-
sity” housed at The Way continued to provide education for
local residents for years to come. Adopting a broader scope,
Ida Ograjsek Gorenjak discussed the many, often-overlapping
barriers facing women in Croatian higher education during
the late nineteenth and first half of the twentieth century.
Situating these obstacles within the period's wider social cur-
rents and political upheavals, Gorenjak demonstrated that
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women’s access to higher education was limited not only by
legal and institutional constraints, but by gender norms as
well. Most female students depended on their parents for
financial support and had to navigate a society with strict
conformity that discouraged academic ambition and pre-
scribed acceptable fields of study. These challenges were
further exacerbated by a moral panic due to the growing
presence of women at Croatian universities, the economic
turmoil of the Great Depression, and entrenched professional
prejudice within academia. In response to a persistently hos-
tile environment, many women asserted themselves by form-
ing informal networks and student groups, writing articles
advocating for women's higher education, and lobbying insti-
tutions to eliminate systemic barriers. Offering a valuable
example of how marginalized communities can create their
own educational spaces, Joshua Ward Jeffery detailed the
establishment of Navajo Community College (NCC), now Diné
College, in 1968. As the first tribally administered college in
North America, NCC represented an important milestone for
the emerging Tribal College Movement of the 1960s. While
hegemonic narratives of the college’s founding often center
on the efforts of its first (white) director, Jeffery highlighted
that it was the momentum of the Navajo sovereignty move-
ment, not the initiative of a single benevolent visionary, that
led to its creation. Administrative hurdles, a lack of funding,
and the absence of federal support repeatedly frustrated
efforts to establish a community college on the Navajo res-
ervation throughout the 1960s. The tribal college approach
eventually adopted was, in many ways, a response to these
failures—one that fundamentally reordered the terms under
which Native education was conducted, served the needs of
the local community, and affirmed Indigenous cultural iden-
tity and language. Stefanie Coché examined the strategies
employed by evangelical colleges in the latter half of the
twentieth century to attain official recognition and improve
their standing in the eyes of the wider public. Perhaps coun-
terintuitively, many evangelical institutions began display-
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ing a surprising openness to diversity initiatives during this
period: While maintaining their self-conception as bastions
of Christian conservatism, many evangelical colleges also
introduced limited relaxations of religious requirements, such
as statements of faith. By outwardly signaling their willing-
ness to accommodate students of diverse religious convic-
tions, an increasing number of colleges paved the way for
professional accreditation. Coché’s case study thus provided
a compelling illustration of how college administrators can,
under certain circumstances, leverage initiatives ostensibly
aimed at reducing barriers to higher education to advance
specific institutional ambitions.

The conference’s second panel explored how the shifting geo-
politics of the decades since the end of the Second World
War have impacted universities and campus inequalities.
Detailing the emergence and evolution of foreign programs
at Michigan State University (MSU) and the various institu-
tions under the umbrella of the State University of New York
(SUNY), Elizabeth Tandy Shermer highlighted the integral
role of higher education in the United States’ early Cold War
soft power apparatus. Working hand in hand with USAID and
supporting the Point Four foreign aid program, universities
became key actorsin U.S. international development efforts,
particularly through initiatives that disseminated expertise in
food production and agriculture. However, beginning in the
1970s, severe cuts to federal education funding transformed
the underlying purpose of these foreign programs. As col-
leges sought new revenue streams, such programs became
one of the many financial “hustles” that, as Shermer argued,
have long defined the economic infrastructure of American
higher education. Tracing the roots of Germany's persistent
East-West gap in higher education, Aron Schulze argued that
the restructuring of East German universities following the
dissolution of the German Democratic Republic (GDR) pro-
duced new and enduring academic inequalities. Under social-
ism, an ambitious, albeit selective and politically charged
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system of state-sponsored scholarships gave GDR students
relative financial security and independence, enabling them
to complete degrees significantly faster than their West
German counterparts. After German unification, many East
German students protested the new model, which replaced
equal financial support with need-based assistance tied to
parental income and fought for the equalization of financial
aid across East and West. Faculty members also faced novel
inequalities, particularly between disciplines: while most East
German scholars in technical fields and the natural sciences
retained their positions, many in the humanities, seen as polit-
ically compromised, were quickly replaced by West German
academics. Schulze stressed that understanding the policies
implemented in the immediate post-reunification years re-
mains crucial for explaining the enduring East-West divide
and for informing efforts to overcome it.

Efforts to reform higher education and address its social ineg-
uities prior to the Second World War formed the thematic
throughline of the third panel. Jonathan Voges detailed how
the interwar period saw unprecedented numbers of intellec-
tual workers struggling to find employment, prompting dis-
cussions within the League of Nations to tackle this issue on
an international scale. An often-overlooked figure in these
debates was physicist and chemist Marie Curie. As part of the
League's Committee of Intellectual Cooperation, Curie pro-
posed a scholarship program designed to provide promising
postdoctoral scholars with financial security and indepen-
dence, while reducing national selfishness and social regres-
sivism through an international selection process. Although
ultimately unrealized, Curie's proposal stands as an early
example of an emerging awareness of the inseparable link
between scholarly work and the material conditions of those
conducting it—and of the dangers posed by struggling, disil-
lusioned intellectuals to the foundations of democratic soci-
ety. Stressing the active role played by university personnel
in attempts to reform American higher education, Timothy R.
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Cain shed light on the turbulent history of faculty unioniza-
tion in the first half of the twentieth century. Faculty unions
addressed a wide range of issues, from bread-and-butter
concernssuch assalaries to broader goalsincluding improving
the public school system, safeguarding academic freedom,
democratizing academic decision-making, and supporting
labor unions and progressive economic-political change. The
eventual decline of faculty unionism in the 1940s was linked
to the United States’ entry into the Second World War and
internal battles over communism, but also to entrenched elit-
ism and fears that association with organized labor would
diminish the social prestige of academics. As Cain argued,
the supposed, often-invoked divide between intellectuals and
workers continues to shape debates over higher education
unionization to this day. Examining the careers and struggles
of so-called “American dentists” in the German Empire, Olga
Sparschuh underscored the crucial interdependence between
upward social mobility and international student mobility.
Beginning in the 1870s, the prestige and technological inno-
vation of American dentistry motivated large numbers of
aspiring German dentists to cross the Atlantic and pursue
their doctorates in the United States. The subsequent influx
of U.S.-trained dentists—and the success of businesses selling
fraudulent diplomas—prompted German state efforts to eval-
uate foreign degrees and delineate professional standards.
Pushback from established medical practitioners triggered a
protracted battle for recognition and gradual professional-
ization of dentistry in Germany, culminating in the introduc-
tion of a dedicated doctoral title for dentists in 1919. This
process was shaped both by the ambitions of an emerging
dental profession and by resistance from established phy-
sicians, who were highly protective of their social standing
and perceived the rise of dentistry as a threat to their special
prestige.

The conference’s fourth and final panel examined the dynam-
ics of inclusion and exclusion shaping the experiences of cam-
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pus communities. Focusing on the practice of hazing at the
turn of the twentieth century, Raphael Réssel sought to qualify
dominant historical interpretations of this persistent phe-
nomenon through case studies at Princeton, Texas A&M, and
the University of lllinois, challenging the assumed dichotomy
between college officials determined to curb initiation rit-
vals and defiant student bodies. Réssel infroduced a more
nuanced argument, demonstrating that American universities
were often far more concerned with making hazing control-
lable than with abolishing it. Fearing reputational damage
and the loss of institutional autonomy, universities consis-
tently resisted state initiatives to ban hazing, preferring to
handle individual cases internally and to promote alterna-
tive, university-approved rituals. Major disciplinary actions
were sometimes driven more by administrators’ concerns
over the perceived legitimacy of their institution than by a
principled rejection of hazing itself. Constituting a continu-
ous source of debate and, at times, public embarrassment,
hazing remained a focal point for questions of reputation,
collegiate independence, and state oversight. Finally, Mary
Kate Steinbeck discussed the spread of so-called “Old South
parties” within the Kappa Alpha Order (KA), a prominent fra-
ternity in the Southern United States. The 1940s and 1950s
saw KA chapters staging increasingly elaborate festivities
celebrating a romanticized vision of the antebellum South,
replete with Confederate symbolism and invocations of the
Lost Cause myth. Drawing on Pierre Bourdieu’s theoretical
framework, Steinbeck analyzed Old South parties as mech-
anisms of cultural reproduction that generated economic
and social capital for participants while, at the same time,
enacting symbolic violence against Black students. Against
the backdrop of the civil rights movement and growing push-
back from Black students, these parties served as a means
of reinforcing racial hierarchies even after the formal deseg-
regation of college campuses had occurred. Authorized lan-
guage and codified rites created a shared in-group identity
among KA members and drew dividing lines between those
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who embraced their idealized vision of the Old South and
those who rejected it.

The final roundtable discussion synthesized many of the in-
sights that had emerged over the course of the conference.
Participants stressed the ever-contested nature of university
access and the need to “denaturalize” assumptions about
higher education—that is, to analytically account for its root-
edness in specific regional, social, and political histories. By
emphasizing how gender, race, and class shape whose voices
are heard in academic spaces, and how institutional struc-
tures both reproduce hierarchies and respond to challenges,
the conference succeeded in mapping the breadth of social
inequalities that permeate higher education. Future research
will benefit from further nuancing conceptual and sociologi-
cal frameworks. Yet as the stratification of higher education
continues to deepen, the call to look “beyond” the campus
will undoubtedly remain crucial for researchers and policy-
makers alike.

Vincent Paul Musebrink
(University of Minster)
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