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In a time of conflict between universities and the state, university administrators, professors and students alike are fond of defending the given structure and mission of a university on the basis of the Humboldtian notion of university autonomy and academic freedom. The exemption of the university from direct governmental intervention is claimed in the name of this historically defined idea of academic performance in research and teaching.





Certainly, Humboldt’s idea of a university has influenced not only the history of German higher education, but also has had an international impact. However, Humboldt’s legacy has more and more been cast into question as changing societal, political and economic realities affect universities in their complex research and teaching missions. The drive towards mass higher education changed the university’s role as one sector of a differentiated system of post secondary education. Economic and academic exchanges are no longer subject to exclusive national interests, but have become truly international. Moreover, universities have ceased to be the central institutions of research and dissemination of basic knowledge.





Thus the questions arises whether the traditional concept of university autonomy and academic freedom as a repellant of governmental intervention and societal demands is still adequate. But how could a new concept of university autonomy look like which incorporates incumbent academic norms yet does not close itself off to future developments in the relationship between state, civil society, and higher education?





On the basis of my own academic-political experiences in Germany, I seek answers to the following questions:


* Universities are in time of transition. Given the current constraints of public budgets and expanding state responsibilities in funding the public sector, the question might be asked whether the state is able to provide a financial perspective for institutional autonomy. Could a more efficient internal management provide a viable alternative to governmental regulations?





* In Germany, higher education development is in a period of stagnation. Does a decoupling between the state and universities offer an alternative?





* How can the concept of governmental regulation at arm length be put into working? How should the communication between the state and universities be structured? What are the consequences for an internal academic administration which feels dedicated to an autonomous and responsible mode of teaching and research?





* How can the concept of a new autonomy be spelled out? Will it be possible to derive a new and up-dated idea of a university from this concept?





* What is the role of university rectors and presidents in the communication process and the balancing of interests between universities and the government agencies of a given state? Can their role as a moderator between the academy and the state contribute to a new academic culture of change?














