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A Japanese Perspective of the Humboldt’s Mythos

Morikazu USHIOGI"

Most standard textbooks pertaining to the world history of universities describe the establishment of
the University of Berlin in 1810 as the beginning of the modern university and Humboldt’s idea of the
University of Berlin as the leading example of a modern research university. Sylvia Paletschek questioned the
abovementioned description and asserted that Humboldt’s idea and the Berliner model were a result of the
University of Berlin’s centenary celebrations in 1910. As evidence for her assertion, she argues that nobody
was aware of the existence of Humboldt’s manuscript on “internal and external structure of the higher learning
institution in Berlin” until 1903 and that it lay, unknown to anyone, amidst a bundle of papers.

At the turn of the nineteenth century, Japan sent many young scholars to Germany to study the training
system of science and scholarship. Some of them returned home and attempted to implement the German
training style by establishing the seminar system based on the principle of the training through research.
Professor Yoshito Takane, after studying in Berlin from 1896 to 1900, attempted to introduce the German
style of training at Kyoto Imperial University, albeit without the explanation that the new training system was
based on Humboldt’s idea and the Berliner model. Professor Tokuzou Hukuda, who completed his doctorate
from Munich University and studied alongside Lujo Brentano, also attempted to introduce the German style of
training; however, he never mentioned Humboldt’s idea and the Berliner model. Moreover, Heinrich Waentig,
a guest professor from Germany who taught at the Tokyo Imperial University from 1909 to 1913, published
a reform plan for the training of economics and began seminar training; however, he never mentioned
Humboldt’s idea and the Berliner model.

According to my research, thus far, the only mention of Humboldt’s idea and the Berliner model has been in
an essay in Taiyo on June 1, 1913 in which the outline of Eduard Spranger’s speech was published and in an
editorial of Yorozuchono on September 22, 1913; both were leading magazines at the time. This suggests that
before 1913, several experimental teaching based on the German style by professors trained in Germany were
attempted without the mention of Humboldt’s idea and the Berliner model. However, after 1913, in Japan,
there were frequent discourses on Humboldt’s idea and the Berliner model and many standard textbooks
pertaining to the history of universities have described these two concepts. In other words, until 1913, the
name of Humboldt was unknown to the Japanese and there were no conversations on the Berliner model. This

fact could, to some extent, bear testimony to Paletschek’s assumption.

* Guest Professor, Obirin University








