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Introduction 

The ability to conduct academic research is partly a function of the time
available for it, especially relative to teaching and administrative obliga-
tions.1 For the last decade, both the number of students enrolled at Ger-
man universities and the number of full-time professors has remained at
about the same level. The number of wissenschaftliche Mitarbeiter, doctoral-
level research assistants, however, has increased by more than half, and
the number of Lehrbeauftragte, those on temporary teaching contracts, has
increased by three-quarters. There is thus no lack of personnel to help
professors meet teaching or administrative obligations, or to assist on
research projects.2 Nevertheless, and particularly in the humanities, Ger-
man professors complain about their teaching burdens, about added
administrative tasks their universities place upon them,3 and about what
they see as new pressures to bring in funding or produce results.4 That the
Historikertag, the biannual meeting of German historians, had “Bound-
aries” (2010) and “Resources—Conflicts” (2012) as the overarching themes
for its last two meetings seems in keeping with this sentiment.5

Major changes to the landscape of German higher education began with
unification and the resulting complex integration of East German academic
endeavors into West German formats, but have been intensified more
recently by other developments, including the pressure across Europe to
reform university curricula and degree structures (the “Bologna” reforms).
Not only are German universities to become more European,6 but the
entire drive to internationalize has become so central “that it can no longer
be separated from questions concerning the reform of study programs and
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study structures, as well as from the reform of the higher education institu-
tions and the entire higher education and science system.”7 Accompanying
this have been efforts to rank universities, whether across Europe (Leiden
University’s Center for Science and Technology Studies (CWTS rankings) or
more globally (Shanghai rankings since 2003; Times Higher Education
since 2004).8

Within German universities, the advent of management consultancy
promoting performance-driven norms of efficiency has led to a vocabulary,
as well as university policies, that emphasize outcomes and accountability.9

Higher education is seen increasingly as a competitive marketplace, and
this is reflected in well-publicized, indicator-based, and commercial efforts
to help students choose where to study. The best-known of these is the
Centrum für Hochschulentwicklung (Center for Higher Education Devel-
opment, CHE) ranking, which is addressed below.10 Another part of the new
competition has been engendered by the Excellence Initiative, a German
government effort since 2005 to encourage high quality, cutting-edge
research and create graduate programs for young scholars.11 The use of leis-
tungsorientierte Mittelvergaben within universities, which internally (re-)allo-
cates some resources based on performance, has also increased. Evaluation
is at the heart of all these developments, and can be said to have started
after unification with the effort to establish whether what had been done in
East German universities met West German standards. 

Evaluation efforts have proliferated in the meantime,12 so much so that
they have been labeled Evaluitis, an “epidemic disease that has particu-
larly befallen research science.”13 Not a few researchers feel frustrated by
the sheer number of assessments they are now subjected to,14 and what
they see as recurrent demands to prove adequacy despite a conviction this
has been more than sufficiently demonstrated already. As Jena University
sociologist Hartmut Rosa puts it:

When I finished my Habilitation, I thought: well, that was the very last exam
of my life. I soon realized how wrong I was. Actually, with every evaluation,
every grant proposal I write, I get scrutinized all over again. And the yard-
stick used, increasingly, is no longer my entire career as a researcher but
instead only what I’ve done in the last two or three years. A university
teacher must constantly prove that he is entitled to have his post.15

Accountability demands, in other words, raise doubts among researchers
about the wisdom of the scrutiny itself. The frustration extends to the
Excellence Initiative. Faculty members need to draft and submit these
proposals, which to Humboldt University historian Jörg Baberowski sim-
ply cuts into research time:
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We just need time, to read and do research, and sit at our desks, and not be
on a treadmill where we write proposals that are completely pointless about
things that in the end professors themselves don’t even research because
they appoint some doctoral student in a research cluster to do it.16

Though expressed here by individuals, skepticism about evaluation is a
leitmotif that runs through the opposition of the Association of German
Historians (VHD) to having their discipline be evaluated (or “rated.”)

Still, the discursive landscape17 is rather sharply divided between those
who question the sense in trying to externally evaluate academic research,
and those who are interested in refining evaluation methods.18 It is a con-
flict, in one characterization, between the Humboldtian ideal and New
Public Management.19 Those interested in refining the methods of evalua-
tion have a tendency to let: 

the reasons for evaluation as well as the difference between assessment and
measurement sometimes fade a bit into the background, while the critics
barely address the “how” of evaluation, often argue scientific research is a
special case, and have a tendency to decouple (and try to immunize) the
research system from its environment.20

The critics might be interested to discover that those engaged in refining
evaluation methods do not do so blindly but instead are concerned to
establish whether the use of an evaluation is meant to be instrumental,
conceptual, interactive, legitimating, or tactical. Linked to it is the question
whether its function is formative (aimed at improvement or modification)
or summative (assessing past performance). Distinctions are also made
between engaging in audits, controlling, quality management, perfor-
mance measurement, monitoring, or evaluation. In light of the reactions,
the questions that the refiners of methods raise about the effects of evalua-
tions, whether in terms of intent, anticipation, explication, significance, or
assessment, might even be of some relevance to the critics.21

Yet among those assessed, the tendency is to disregard such analytic
nuances and functionally, or without adequate differentiation, define eval-
uation simply as an “after-the-fact assessment of the performance of an
organization or person by external experts.”22 That is accompanied by a
not small degree of anxiety that the ultimate purpose of evaluation is to
discipline scholars and researchers.23 Lending weight to this fear are recent
sociological studies that suggest rankings either gradually transform the
evaluated “into entities that conform more closely to the criteria used to
construct rankings” or that evaluations serve in the “construction of self-
reproductive status hierarchies.”24 In both cases, the examining tool used
alters the subject examined,25 which itself is a reason that self-reflective
subjects being examined resist such tools. 
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The Wissenschaftsrat (WR), the German Council of Science and Human-
ities, has recently summarized the changes as well as cross-pressures that
bear on higher education and the researchers in it.26 The focus of the dis-
cussion below is on pilot efforts the WR has undertaken in recent years to
“rate” (make assessments, comment on or give grades to but not directly
rank) research conducted in Germany in specific disciplines. The overar-
ching idea has been to identify the “strengths and weaknesses as well as
the profile of the discipline in the respective institution.”27 In terms of
evaluation process, this effort is noteworthy for involving the disciplines
being evaluated from the beginning in the assessment process itself. 

It is also remarkable for failing to convince History, the first humanities
discipline it approached, to participate. This can be seen as a first, and
quite public, shot across the bows marking the beginning of open resis-
tance—as opposed to private grumbling—to efforts trying to evaluate
research in the humanities. It is difficult to know how isolated an act this
is, however, because English and American Studies agreed to participate
in the WR’s pilot program instead. 

What follows is an examination of the rating itself as well as the reasons
given for the refusal to participate. In part, I suggest History28 resists out-
side evaluation29 because it more highly values its own disciplinary-spe-
cific practices and standards in evaluating its own products, and places its
autonomy to do so above other claims. In that sense it can be said to have
struck a blow for what it considers to be the Humboldtian ideal, with
which other, smaller, disciplines might heartily agree. 

Nevertheless, I argue that those practices resist easy articulation. They
are embedded in the socialization involved in becoming a historian, and
the disciplinary self-image upholds an ideal of craftsmanship, a theme
explored at the end of my considerations. Evaluation perceived as coming
from “outside,” and using a managerial language of output, resources, and
productivity—or framed in perceived quantitative terms—deeply offends
both disciplinary self-image and socialization. Yet, because these embed-
ded practices are so implicit in what it means to be a practicing historian,
the reasons given for opposing evaluation are fragmented, disparate, and
inchoate. In the end, it remains a challenge for historians to provide a pos-
itive articulation of what the evaluation of research in their discipline
means to them, couched in terms that could be understood by non-histori-
ans. Even the suggestion that it might be in their interest to provide such
an articulation may well be seen as intrusive.

The following is organized into three parts. The first gives an overview
of the WR’s intent and actions. Prior to approaching History and Electrical
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Engineering, as examples of a humanities and a technical discipline, the
WR pilot completed evaluations of a natural science (Chemistry) and a
social science (Sociology). Some sociologists participated later in the main
historians’ discussion platform, and the results of the WR sociology evalua-
tion were publicly available, so historians had an idea of what they could
expect should they participate. For this reason, some discussion of the
sociology pilot results is provided.

The second part summarizes themes that emerged in the positions
taken both for and against participating. Positions in support were in the
minority. In the opponents’ camp, some objections were made to the pro-
posed (or assumed) methods, others to (presumed) interests being served.
More often, objections reflected the self-image of the discipline, with
many historians remarking on the need for evaluation to be rooted in the
peculiarities, specificities and practices of the study of history. From that
perspective, evaluation should not be conducted in a disinterested, gen-
eral, global manner by those who did not “represent the interests of any
specific discipline, institution or organization”—which is how the WR char-
acterizes itself.30

The third part suggests reasons for the historians’ rejection. One con-
cerns the frequent pairing nowadays of calls for accountability with asser-
tions of autonomy. I argue here that there is a fundamental difference in
how researchers, especially in the humanities, understand these two
notions from how outsiders—including academic administrators or politi-
cians who hold the purse strings—understand them. That difference rests
on how historians think about the very nature of their products and how
they should be evaluated. The WR, in the end, foundered on the shoals of
a discourse inside the discipline, a discourse incompatible with the discus-
sions of evaluation conducted outside the discipline.

The wider context involves institutional considerations of autonomy
and accountability. On the one hand, scholars at German universities have
long claimed a right to be free from outside interference. Yet this has gone
hand-in-hand: 

with the persistence of an institutional relationship between the university
and the state that was both utterly non-autonomous and characterized by
more or less total dependence on both the regulatory and providential tute-
lage of the state over the university.31

In the current era, the demands for university autonomy from the state
grow louder, so the exercise of control shifts from the tutelage of the state
over universities to increased tutelary functions a given university exer-
cises over its internal affairs. That gives university leadership a freer hand:
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to encroach somewhat upon the professor’s unlimited right to his or her own
academic agenda. At the same time, the unfettered exercise of the individual
faculty member’s autonomy is seen as undermining the very degrees of free-
dom that the university has gained in the battle for greater autonomy from
the state.32

The implication is that at the limit, from the university administration’s
vantage point, an individual scholar’s interpretation of what autonomy
means runs counter to the university’s interests.33

The Wissenschaftsrat’s Good Intentions

The Wissenschaftsrat makes recommendations about higher education
and research to the German federal and Lӓnder governments, and serves
as a national policy advisory council. It has existed for more than half a
century, and is an example of successful cooperative federalism, inasmuch
as it brings representatives of the federal government, the state govern-
ments, academics, and research institutions together, without any one
group able to outvote the other. In fact, consensus is prized, and decisions
the WR reaches internally are often by large majorities.

More relevant is that its suggestions have often become enacted gov-
ernment policy in recent years. On the WR’s recommendation, the
research conducted in former East German universities was evaluated,
and since that time, the WR has increased its interest in evaluation, leading
to recommendations to introduce B.A. and M.A. degrees (2000), provide
better support for up-and-coming scholars (2001), and reform how doc-
toral students are trained (2002), among others. Wissenschaftsrat recom-
mendations also lay behind introducing the Excellence Initiative (2005),
which led at least one commentator to argue the WR “increasingly plays
the role of initiator and moderator of institutional change in science.”34

That very role as a major motor of change may well be a reason historians
did not trust it.

After a lengthy preparatory phase and careful consideration of the
methods to be used, the WR announced in 2004 that it intended to carry
out a ratings exercise. Organizations participating in the WR, as well as the
professional associations in chemistry and sociology, proposed reviewers,
who once selected were appointed to assessment boards for these two dis-
ciplines by a steering group of the WR’s science commission.35 There was
an explicit interest in having the assessment boards represent disciplinary
subfields in as broad a manner as possible, and an interest in finding
reviewers with international experience. Experts from the Netherlands,
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Austria, and Switzerland also participated on the assessment boards,
which had fifteen and sixteen reviewers, respectively, on them.36 In the
case of Sociology, the process began in November 2005 with the appoint-
ment of the assessment board, and after developing indicators, collecting
and correcting data, and completing the analysis, the results were pub-
lished in April 2008, thirty months later. 

In the course of its preliminary discussions, the steering group sug-
gested “the quality of research should be the core criterion of research rat-
ing and be assessed in a more differentiated way than the other criteria.”37

Initially, there were to be nine criteria, but in the discussions this was whit-
tled down to three dimensions—research, promotion of young researchers,
and knowledge transfer—associated with six more specific criteria. For the
research dimension, these criteria were research quality, impact, and effec-
tiveness/efficiency; the criterion for the promotion of young researchers
was identical with the dimension itself; and for the knowledge transfer
dimension, the two criteria were transfer to other areas of society and pro-
motion of the public understanding of science. Dimensions and criteria
were meant to be broad and applicable to rating all disciplines, while the
information to be provided to the assessment panel(s) would be discipline-
specific. In terms of the humanities, a WR committee formed subsequent to
the historians’ refusal argued that the “selection of criteria and the classifi-
cation or assignment of indicators should be discipline-specific, if possible
only using those indicators that do not create undesirable incentives and
that cannot be manipulated.”38

The entity to be assessed was the Forschungseinheit, the research unit
at the institution participating in the pilot. That institution also identified
the research units to be assessed. The Wissenschaftsrat did not actually
define what such a research unit was, though it was meant “to allow
research quality assessments at a lower level than that of entire institu-
tions” and be from a level below that of a faculty, which in German uni-
versities is typically called a seminar, institute, or department.
Functionally, when “research units” were subsequently identified in the
Chemistry pilot, they comprised “six senior scientists … including three
professors” on average. In Sociology, however, “nearly 75 percent of all
units comprised only one professorial chair,” which meant a single profes-
sor together with his or her graduate students and research assistants.39

Because one tends to think of a “research unit” as something larger in
organizational terms, such as a team working in a laboratory, or in the-
matic terms, such as having a focus on a particular research area, it is
worth examining the reasons the WR gave for identifying research units in
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this manner, not least because it sheds light on structural aspects that
make evaluation and comparison difficult. A number of these aspects,
here described for Sociology, would be true of History as well. First, most
Sociology seminars, institutes, or departments at German universities are
structured by instructional task, not by research foci. Second, about one-
third of the institutions identified research in Sociology taking place in two
or more faculties, reducing the chances that those conducting sociological
research would cooperate to form a larger research unit. Third, much of
the research engaged in was multidisciplinary, so diffuse boundaries made
it difficult to identify research that could be unambiguously assigned to the
discipline of sociology. Finally, as it was known that the results of the pilot
study would be publicized, “tactical considerations”—the term is used by
the WR itself40—might have played a part in determining which entities uni-
versities chose to identify as research units. In other words, both organiza-
tional aspects (where research was being conducted in the university) and
the nature of the research being conducted (multidisciplinary, or not
wholly in Sociology itself) militated against defining a “research unit” as
being much more than a professorial chair, at least for sociology.

An evaluation based on research units identified this way can neither
determine how good an institute’s research is collectively nor can it even
meet the WR’s own ambition of assessing the “strengths and weaknesses
as well as the profile of the discipline in the respective institution.”41 All it
can do is produce a set of separate judgments about the strengths and
weaknesses of each individual research unit—which for Sociology meant
three-quarters of the judgments were being made about individual profes-
sors. The mode chosen was to state that of seven or eight Sociology
research units at a given university, for example, the weakest was judged
“satisfactory” and the strongest “good.” In the end the Sociology pilot
evaluated research performance in 254 research units at fifty-four universi-
ties and three institutes. The range of research units was from one to ten
(average 4.5) per university, each research unit had an average of 5.7
researchers (1.5 of them professors), and overall, 376 professors partici-
pated in the rating (21 percent of them women).42

The criteria related to the research dimension were graded on a five-
point scale (unsatisfactory, satisfactory, good, very good, excellent), and
because many universities listed more than one research unit, research
quality—the first, and arguably the most important criterion—was evaluated
as a range (e.g., satisfactory to good) in order to encompass all the
research units. As information on knowledge transfer and promoting pub-
lic understanding was very heterogeneous and virtually without quantita-
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tive indicators, these were reported on a simpler ordinal scale (below aver-
age, average, above average). One can readily make this rating resemble a
ranking. If one compares research quality in sociology at Dortmund with
that at the Free University (FU) of Berlin, Dortmund’s research units range
from unsatisfactory to good, while the FU Berlin’s range from satisfactory
to excellent: The entire scale is higher at the FU Berlin, so its quality of
research “ranks” higher than Dortmund.43

Assessment was to be based primarily on qualitative, peer assessment
of publications, augmented by quantitative indicators. In other words, this
was intended to be “informed peer review.”44 The WR-specified reviewers
were to look at research results with respect to “significance, degree of
innovation, originality, timeliness, and both national and international
recognition with respect to the breadth and influence of the questions
posed, both in one’s own area of research and in other disciplines.”45

Overall evaluation results reflected “the judgment of a group of evalua-
tors, based on publications, various qualitative and quantitative indicators,
and background information on each facility,” but “in the end, it was the
analysis of the content of the research—by reading the publications submit-
ted—that played the key role.”46

The publications in Sociology for the period assessed (2001-2005) were
first culled from existing social science databases. The results were then
sent to the research units for correction and amendment, a process yield-
ing a list 50 percent longer, a reflection of the absence of single, compre-
hensive, bibliographic source for the discipline.47 Each research unit had
an average of sixty-three publications, which works out to 2.7 publications
per researcher per year, a figure comparable to other studies of academic
productivity. Research units themselves selected the publications to be
evaluated, with acceptable publication types including journal articles
(including e-journals), contributions to edited volumes (including to the-
matic issues, compilations and Festschriften), literature reviews, and book
reviews. Monographs, however, could only be submitted in the form of
extracts no more than fifty pages in length and ephemeral literature was
explicitly excluded. That research units selected which publications were
to be evaluated, even if they were only allowed to submit three publica-
tions on average, is a feature lacking in the UK’s research evaluation exer-
cises, for example. A major point of contention to historians, however,
was the fifty-page limit for monographs, and their stance on this issue is an
important key to their self-image.48

Each research unit in the Sociology pilot was assigned two rapporteurs,
selected based on their particular areas of expertise. The rapporteurs were
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given information that they were to use in their assessments. Such data
was both quantitative—the number of articles in peer-reviewed journals,
number of reviewed third-party financed projects, total number of publi-
cations by type(provided in both absolute and relative terms)—and qualita-
tive—the submitted publications themselves, a list of publications, a list of
third-party funded projects, and a self-description of strengths and weak-
nesses. As in the UK Research Assessment Exercise, the criteria for judging
research quality were originality and significance, though the suitability of
methods used substituted for the criterion “rigor” used in the UK. 

Rapporteurs evaluated individually, though they worked together if
they disagreed, and reasons for their judgments were presented to the
assessment board. The WR has subsequently come to the conclusion that
“a standardized evaluation of the quality of publications in the area of the
humanities is hard to imagine for the time being,” and later interviews
conducted with members of the Sociology assessment board indicated
evaluators were “only given vague guidance about how they were to deal
with the results of examining the literature and the quantitative data in
arriving at their assessment.”49

The major work of evaluating research units, including judging publi-
cations, therefore rested on the shoulders of two evaluators, and though
the assessment board as a whole voted on the final rating of a research
unit, careful studies of comparable academic decision-making situations
suggest internal decision-making dynamics directly affect the scores
given.50 Board members may engage in deferential behavior to preserve
collegiality and not question the judgment of those deemed more compe-
tent and knowledgeable about a particular subject. Evaluators may drift
towards homophily and find that work excellent which “most looks like
their own work.”51 Decisions may be made in rapid succession simply to
be able to finish scoring in the limited time available for the meeting.
Such dynamics make it difficult to fully adhere to declared criteria or
standards, but if the gold standard is peer judgment, the modes used to
arrive at judgments may seem less important. It is indisputable, however,
that such decision-making dynamics were at work in the WR Sociology
assessment board meetings.52

Overall, the grades given to the 254 research units in sociology fol-
lowed a Gaussian distribution. The mean was just below “good,” with 9
percent of the research units judged unsatisfactory, 24 percent satisfactory,
38 percent good, 18 percent very good, and 4 percent excellent (7 percent
could not be evaluated). If one aggregates to create only the categories
below mean, mean, and above mean, then 33 percent of the research units
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were below the mean, 38 percent at the mean, and 22 percent above the
mean (again, 7 percent not evaluable). This prompted the higher educa-
tion editor of the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung to conclude that “on aver-
age, mediocrity reigns” in German sociology.53

Responses to the Wissenschaftsrat Proposal to Rate History

Having examined a natural science and a social science, the WR next
wanted to rate a technical and a humanities discipline. The pilot study of
electrical engineering, the technical discipline, launched in 2009 would be
completed rapidly, the final report appearing in June of 2011.54 But history
balked, with the Association of German Historians (VHD) taking an execu-
tive decision at the end of June 2008 to not participate in the pilot study.55

That decision was widely supported in the discipline; English and Ameri-
can Studies thereupon agreed to participate in its stead. 

In 2009, the WR established a working group, likely in reaction to the
historian’s decision, to formulate specific recommendations for evaluating
research in the humanities.56 Unfortunately, discussion within the VHD

and in various history institutes have not been made public, so the fol-
lowing draws largely on submissions to the website H-Soz-und-Kult, the
key internet information clearinghouse for historians.57 H-Soz-und-Kult
understands itself as a community platform run “by researchers and for
researchers,” and its moderators are at the History Institute of the Hum-
boldt University in Berlin. In mid2009, more than a year after the VHD’s
decision, the site launched a discussion forum on the topic “Measuring
Quality, Evaluation, Rating Research. Risks and Opportunities for the
Discipline of History?”58 Some contributions to this forum were solicited,
and not all came from historians.59

Voices in Approval (and the CHE-ranking)

A number of proponents of participating came from the ranks of those
who had been directly involved in the WR’s rating process. Advantages, in
the view of two sociologists who served on the Sociology assessment
board, included evaluating individual and decentralized research units
rather than an institution as a whole. Ratings also emphasized output per
researcher, seen in the context of other burdens, such as teaching, that
reduced time for research, rather than overall productivity. It was also
considered good that the WR focused on evaluating publications rather
than, as in German and Swiss universities, using the amount of third-party
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funding acquired or spent as an indicator: better to rely on the qualitative
judgment of peers than on automatically generated, quantified data.60

One organizer of the ratings project at the WR itself noted that because
“research can only be properly assessed by researchers,” a key benefit
was to have the evaluation process explicitly be shaped and steered by
researchers themselves, including the professional association of that dis-
cipline. Another advantage was that indicators were not automatically
converted into grades in the scoring process, but instead resulted from
having “numerous quantitative and qualitative aspects be considered
together.” History had been selected for its “overall size, internal com-
plexity, interdisciplinary connections as well as its many non-university
research institutions.”61

Those historians who saw something of value in the ratings adopted a
resigned tone. Rankings and ratings were here to stay, history professor
Lutz Raphael argued, so the only viable option was to participate, which
he himself had done as a member of the WR’s scientific committee since
2007. By taking part, one might be able to exert some influence, “expand
the room to maneuver, the room to autonomously shape such evaluation
processes.”62 Besides, if one did not support this particular rating exercise,
far worse or more amateurish modes of evaluating already in circulation
would be imposed.  

This last was an allusion to the CHE rankings of academic programs.
The Centrum für Hochschulentwicklung was founded in 1994 as a limited
liability company by the German Rector’s Conference and the Bertels-
mann Foundation, a multinational media corporation that provides much
of the funding.63 The first CHE rankings, of economics and chemistry pro-
grams, appeared in 1998 and were produced in conjunction with the
Stiftung Warentest, an independent organization (and foundation) that tests
and compares goods and services to help consumers make informed
choices. CHE rankings are meant to help students choose their university
wisely. The overt intent is to provide information about the strengths and
weaknesses of departments, but commercial motivations to sell more pub-
lications containing these rankings lie behind it, a motivation common to
comparable commercially produced ranking lists.64 CHE rankings today
survey thirty-four disciplinary areas and courses of study, and draw on
information about teaching, resources, and research at dozens of German
universities. The CHE also creates a “research ranking” for specific disci-
plines at German universities, though it only uses three indicators to do so
for humanities disciplines: third-party funding, the number of PhDs
granted, and the total number of publications.65
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The “rankings and ratings are here to stay” argument was echoed in H-
Soz-und-Kult by Dieter Müller-Böling, a cofounder of the CHE.66 Expan-
sion in the number of German universities and increased specialization
led to decision-making constraints that left few alternatives to participating
in ranking. In a changing higher education system, transparency had to be
increased to improve the steering and competitiveness of the institutions
themselves. Indeed, the German Rector’s Conference had concluded the
entire system needed to be reformed, and that ranking should form a part
of that reform. To keep higher education institutions from being politically
coerced by state-run education bureaucracies,67 and to bring dynamism
into the system, it had been urgently necessary to establish what the
research output actually was. Quantification was not an end in itself but
rather an “informational process to permit comparative judgments to be
made.” Müller-Böling saw the development of distinctive profiles and
competition among universities as a positive effect of CHE rankings, as
they led to strategic decisions at the faculty or university level.  

There is a direct connection to historians here, because the CHE began
publishing rankings for humanities disciplines in 2002. At the time, they
received “lively cooperation in the design of rankings and indicators from
the discipline of history.”68 Yet a mere seven years later in July of 2009, a
year after refusing to participate in the WR rating, the VHD decided to no
longer participate in CHE rankings. In its justification, the VHD noted that
its experience had led it to conclude that the CHE rankings were “alien to
the discipline,” and that what was gathered and reported did not allow for
“acceptable information” to be generated about the capabilities and capac-
ities of German history institutes. The refusal was signed by twenty-six
 history institutes across Germany. The VHD remained open to “discipline-
specific” procedures as an alternative to the “currently dominant general
evaluations,”69 though it provided no information about what this meant.  

Voices in Opposition

Objections to the WR rating came in two main forms. The first looked at
what was coming from without, and raised questions both about the spe-
cific methods used and about the more general purposes evaluation might
be playing. The second, more inward-looking, commented on the nature
of the discipline as historians themselves understood it. 

As to the specific methods, objections were made to how data that
would form the basis of a rating would be collected, aggregated and evalu-
ated (no mention was made of the process used for Sociology). There was
also disbelief, if not incomprehension, expressed that reading a brief, fifty-
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page excerpt from a book could allow anyone to evaluate how original a
research effort it was.70 The question who might be selected as evaluators
raised concern as well, with a clearly expressed preference for not having
emeriti but instead those still actively engaged in research on assessment
panels.71 It also was not clear whether locational factors could adequately
be taken into account, and whether a one-shot rating could in any manner
properly reflect research that spanned many years.72 There was concern
over added expenses such a rating would incur.73

In a press release, the VHD summarized a number of further objections:
“the unclear criteria and the unforeseeable consequences of a rating con-
ceived as a pilot project with an open outcome means it cannot be deter-
mined exactly how representative it is or what its scope will be.”74 Historians
at the Institut für Zeitgeschichte (IfZ) in Munich put it more sharply:

the [WR] ratings procedure is supposed to establish comparability and be
transparent as well as increase the “international visibility” of the discipline.
In fact, however, it flattens specific strengths and weaknesses, distorts the
profiles of the research institutions and generates misleading perceptions.
The unidimensionality of the grades misses the diversity and differentiation
in the research landscape.75

A major complaint was not even specific to the WR: we are already suffer-
ing from this new disease Evaluitis, and are ill from being over-evaluated. A
more subtle variant argued that “our history institute” was already being
regularly evaluated, including for aspects the WR did not consider, such as
the degree of internationalization, and changes proposed by such regular
evaluations were already being implemented. The WR’s effort was therefore
superfluous, as it gathered less information and yielded results inferior to
existing evaluations, plus it came at a cost and effort hard to justify.76

Underneath these objections lay a deep suspicion of what end evalua-
tions in general, and the WR ratings specifically, served. As the VHD’s presi-
dent put it, because WR ratings came in “parametric” forms, they appeared
suited for making political decisions.77 The categorizations, if not numbers,
they furnished made politicians feel they were informed and could make
decisions based on them. Yet, if politicians were trying to foster “excel-
lence,” that was something far more than simply applying principles of
economic competition to academe. Indeed, it could hurt the discipline to
participate in such a rating if it then formed part of a competition over
resources, and if the WR thought research could be steered through ratings,
they were deluded. All that would be reinforced was strategic behavior
destructive of academic culture, especially in the humanities.78

The nature of the discipline was felt to pose particular challenges for
evaluation. History was a heterogeneous, changing and dynamic disci-
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pline, filled with niches and sub-fields, and one long suffused with tensions
between critique and reconstruction.79 That made it hard to understand in
toto, particularly if an evaluation followed a standardized procedure. At
the very least, it would call for a large number of evaluating peers to
encompass the heterogeneity. The discipline was conceptually frag-
mented, and the specificities of certain sub-disciplines such that an appro-
priate representation of the numerous theoretical approaches for the
purposes of evaluation would be difficult to achieve.80 Indeed, if one
agrees that the conceptual structure of the humanities currently empha-
sizes specificity, inter-subjectivity, perspective, verbal expression, reflexiv-
ity and universality,81 it is hard to see how the humanities can be evaluated
at all. History also has a division of labor, with some engaged in discovery
and the exploration of new areas, others fleshing out well-established
areas, as when an international research result did not yet have a German
counterpart. Using the criterion of “originality” would clearly favor schol-
arship of the first kind of history research to the detriment of the second.82

Evaluation, if carried out at a particular point in time, could not ade-
quately or properly understand research output in the discipline. It might
take four or six years to produce one’s first qualifying work, in the form of
a dissertation or Habilitation, several more to produce major studies, and
perhaps another seven or even ten years for “innovative outputs to be
communicated and to spread through the discipline” through reviews, dis-
cussion, and conferences. A snapshot taken in a particular year would
yield a distorted picture: a rating or evaluation would have to be repeated
at regular intervals and under identical conditions to accommodate this
time dimension. 

Still, the image of the lone historian producing insights in splendid iso-
lation was not wholly accurate, even if it reflected a fond self-image of het-
erogeneity or was underscored organizationally by individual university
chairs in history. Cooperative research efforts did exist, as at the IfZ in
Munich or in larger collaborations to create products like the Monumenta
Germaniae Historica. The argument that third-party funding amounts which
supported such collaborative efforts was a poor measure, or that research
was not organized in teams—an argument why “research units” were the
wrong entity to evaluate—was therefore not entirely correct. 

It was true, however, that the discipline, and humanities scholarship
more generally, was internationalizing. Being “internationally visible” had
become more important, though problematic because the discipline con-
tinued to be dominated by the “primacy of the perspective of national his-
tory,” as Lutz Raphael characterized it. That affected the development of
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sub-fields, the particular foci of study chosen, and schools of thought. The
result was often that the national language was used to present research
results to a largely national audience. In response, Raphael suggested one
not give foreign (e.g., English) language publications pride of place in the
discipline, and that one separate the use of international standards for
assessing academic work from the question of international visibility or
international networking. 

Still, historians differed over the role of the international. Ulrich Her-
bert argued that an international consensus did exist over what scholarly
standards were. His example was the evaluation of an academic text,
where the, in essence universal, standard for judgment was “the breadth of
knowledge of the materials, the familiarity with the literature, the analytic
acuity, the resourcefulness and originality in the research undertaking, the
plausibility of the judgment, and finally the aesthetics of the language used
in composing the text.” Though consensus might be difficult to reach over
how to specifically measure research performance, surely one could not
pretend that “the achievement of a historian or a literary scholar … be
treated as literally immeasurable.”83

Observations on Autonomy and Disciplinary Self-Image

Increasing evaluation activity is one aspect of numerous other changes to
the German higher education landscape. Growing calls for accountability
from universities accompany these changes, whether this is taken to be
accountability to students, funders, industry, parliaments or the general
public. The pressure to demonstrate accountability has increased as fund-
ing has become more competitively awarded. In the past, funding for
research often came as part of the basic grant to a department, but now it
must be applied for and publication success is an important indicator in
grant decisions. 

The historians’ response can hence be understood as asserting auton-
omy in an era that ever more loudly calls for accountability. Yet, in this
context, different players mean different things when using these terms,
with autonomy in the historians’ view an assertion that “our” (historians’)
way of evaluating is superior to “their” (the WR’s, the CHE’s) way. To better
understand this, it is helpful to understand the self-image and the sensibili-
ties historians’ have, including for evaluating the work of fellow historians. 

Raphael’s argument that those who do not participate willingly in an
evaluation will have participation in that evaluation thrust upon them has
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a sophisticated counterpart in the pairing of autonomy and accountability.
As a researcher sees it, the autonomy to conduct research as he or she
judges fit (and on a freely chosen subject, free from interference) carries
with it an accounting of what was done (or is planned), including justifying
the incurred expenses, to the employing university, grant-giver or govern-
ment agency. Accountability can be understood more abstractly as well, as
when it is seen as owed to the profession, to peers, or even to society at
large, as in “working through” and coming to terms with the past—a sub-
ject of particular weightiness for postwar German historians.84

But a politician in a German state who must vote on allocating money
to a university in that state sees the trade-off between autonomy and
accountability quite differently. If the university is to be given more auton-
omy, a demand which has been growing louder in Germany,85 then the
state handing over some of its control wants an accounting from the uni-
versity administration: this is taxpayer money, after all. By placing more
control over the budget into the university’s hands and taking it out of the
hands of the Land’s education ministry, accountability becomes defined
relative to political choice. How much money, the politician wants to
know, how much control over the state’s resources, should we grant uni-
versities compared to resources we allocate to other institutions? What
sort of accounting will accompany the increased autonomy we grant?

This sense of accountability is institutional, but to a researcher at the
university it seems all bookkeeping and bureaucracy. A humanities
scholar whose vision of accountability is to provide a project description,
including for whom the results will be valuable, of his or her research in
return for being left in peace to get on with the research (i.e., autonomously)
has trouble in a context that sees accountability as that of the university as
a whole to the state or the public at large. That scholar would like, in
Thomas Widmer’s terms, to decouple or immunize the research system
from its environment. To the researcher, one might say, autonomy looms
large; to the politician, the funder, the public, accountability looms far
larger—and what autonomy and accountability refer to in each case is dif-
ferent or almost inimical.

This helps situate some of the historians’ opposition. Accountability
demands being made on researchers are resisted partly because of a sense,
as Jörg Baberowski puts it, that those demands are interfering with the
ability to get valuable and important research done. Not only that, but
outsiders want information in forms that is hard or time-consuming to sup-
ply, or who want to judge what is being accomplished based on criteria
alien to the discipline. Institutionally, the VHD is accountable to the
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researchers and institutes it represents, but to whom the WR is accountable
seems unclear to at least some historians.  

Still, accountability games only work when there are resources to dis-
tribute, and if there is little or nothing, the game can soon turn cynical. We
researchers pretend to give you—administrators, politicians, the public—
what you want, namely an accounting or signs of accommodating behav-
ior, such as publications in the “right” journals. You, in turn, pretend to
give us something in return, namely resources either inadequate or sym-
bolic. In a seemingly endless era of belt-tightening, historians may simply
be saying the returns they foresee from participating in a pilot rating exer-
cise, one which carries no consequences for university finances,86 may just
not be worth the time or effort.

In its current self-image, the discipline does not serve the interests of
the powerful, and a significant intellectual strand in history has argued for
a more than a generation that the discipline should serve, and study, the
exact opposite: those who have not been powerful. The interest in the
underdog view of the world may be an undercurrent of the opposition
too. Certainly it is of a piece with the view that the discipline uses methods
of “self-referential observation and evaluation”87 that by definition will be
incongruent with methods of observation and evaluation coming from
outside the discipline. 

One can start with the simple fact that without much reflection, the WR

assumed History was a humanities discipline. Yet there have been
repeated efforts by historians themselves to argue that History is, or also
is, or has aspects of a social science.88 The question whether History ought
to be placed in the humanities or in the social sciences is not new,89 nor is
it a question confined to Germany. The National Foundation on the Arts
and the Humanities Act, a law passed in the U.S. in 1965, for example,
placed History in the humanities, while the National Research Council, in
a study of doctoral programs a generation later, instead placed it among
the social sciences.90 In its listing of disciplines, the 1965 Act put History
between Literature and Jurisprudence, while the 1995 study listed it
between Geography and Political Science. If one considers the breadth of
what has been published under the label of “History,” neither placement
seems wholly inappropriate. But the issue is not where History should be
located. Rather, the issue is whether the characterization of what it is and
does comes from inside or from outside of the discipline.

One of the objections historians raised concerned the selection of eval-
uators, and yet the WR went to considerable effort to identify evaluators
acceptable to the disciplines of Chemistry and Sociology, and certainly
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did not question the premise that evaluators should be very familiar with
the discipline they were to evaluate. In point of fact, in the Sociology pilot,
some of the best-known, active, and respected sociologists in the country
did serve on the assessment board, which raises an interesting point about
peer judgment. Judgments reached by those not in history may be rightly
feared by historians for being made in ignorance. But what of judgments
made by those who are anything but ignorant? Does their objection hide a
greater fear that the judgments reached by experienced, respected schol-
ars in the discipline might be appropriate—and, much as in Sociology,
result in a finding that mediocrity rather than excellence rules?

Rejecting participating in the WR pilot may rest on a more subtle basis,
and not so much be a rejection of evaluators themselves as it is of the
Wissenschaftsrat and what it is assumed to stand for. As a nationwide
council not beholden to any particular discipline or institution, the WR

talks to national and state governments and recommends adopting
national policies. The VHD talks to individual historians and university
history institutes scattered across the country and furthers the interests of
a particular discipline. The WR’s universality hence stands in contrast to
the historians’ particularism—and universal and particularist claims tend
to be incompatible.

One can take this a step further. In more highly valuing their autonomy
to determine their own standards, and related to the objection of reading
only a fifty-page excerpt from a monograph, one can suggest that histori-
ans, or humanities scholars more generally, have the sensibility of artists.
They want to be encountered in their entirety, and demand readers do the
work of reception and not merely of consumption. They want readers, or
reviewers, to plow through the evidence of their contemplation, not just
flip through a few pages in search of pre-determined idea of “quality.”
They are creators who lose themselves in their work and want to be
appreciated as craftsmen honored for their work ethos and their serious
engagement with their creations. Like craftsmen, they are immersed in the
“dignity of their objects,” as Ulrich Herbert put it, and in the sense Max
Weber described, are not merely doing a job but exercising a vocation, or
even living out a calling.91

Publications, while they contribute to a scholarly discourse, then are
understood by their creators in the Romantic, holistic manner that “a
work” was understood, as a piece of art or craft. Such “work” expresses
individuality, and is a struggle to express. It may only express the artistic
vision of the self, but it hopefully also says something to others, even
much later in time. Producing such a work of art or craft also can have a
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kind of obsessional, driven energy behind it that can lead to “rewriting a
sentence again and again to get its imagery or rhythm just right.”92

The consequence for evaluation is that only a “true” colleague, mean-
ing a colleague similarly dedicated and committed to the craft, one who
understands and values the enterprise in the same kind of way, is capable
of judging what is produced. As this is very much an individual struggle to
express oneself, at the limit no peer will ever be fully able to comprehend
the product, and must rely instead on a general understanding of what is
at stake or what has been accomplished. The only genuine, acceptable,
judge of a craftsman’s work, can thus only be another craftsman, one who
can draw on their own experience in exercising the craft.  

Conclusion

The expressed purpose of the WR rating was to establish the profile of a
discipline in a given institution, and more generally to characterize perfor-
mance as strong or weak. In that sense, it is of a part with trying to pro-
mote excellence, though doing so, if the term is to retain any meaning,
will perforce highlight what is less than good. By definition, there can only
be a limited amount of excellence. 

One reading of the Sociology pilot results is that for every above aver-
age research unit, there are three to four merely average or below aver-
age. In a competitive era, being judged average is not what one wants to
hear. A little self-defensively, some historians opined that if the real intent
was to identify the high-flyers, then “it was anyway known in the guild
who was brilliant—and a rating was therefore a waste of effort.”93

One can take this a little more abstractly as well to argue that at its
core, history, and humanities more generally, constantly question struc-
tures and assumptions. What is produced by the discipline is not a report
of a completed lab experiment but instead reflects approaches and insights
gained as part of a dialogic process. The purpose of such insight is to find
better terms, more accurate contextualization, new vantage points, multi-
ple interpretive possibilities. Evaluation then needs to be more than an
evaluation of the particular quality at a particular point in time of that par-
ticular insight, but instead be of the contribution made to the debate—and
debates in historiography can stretch over a rather long durée. History is
suffused with the insight that every generation must come to its own
understanding of the past, making the object of study shifting and pris-
matic. It undermines being able to assert clearly what knowledge is (still)

••• 92 •••

John Bendix

04-Bend_Layout 1  12/7/12  2:11 PM  Page 92



canonical in the discipline, and creates genuine difficulties in reaching a
comprehensive understanding of where the discipline actually is. 

What unifies history, in a recent characterization, is not the “notion that
the field is (or can be) unified around a common theory.” Instead, “what is
shared is agreement on what constitutes good historical craftsmanship, a
sense of ‘careful archival work’” that is based on “certain shared values
about commitment to doing certain kinds of work.”94 If true, then it is only
those who share the guild’s values who can properly evaluate their fellow
craftsmen, and that means not just reading a fifty-page excerpt but consid-
ering the whole, both process and the outcome.

The critique of using brief excerpts ultimately reflects a fundamental
difference in perspective, and an irreconcilable difference between two
concepts of quality. On the one side stand those who search for excel-
lence, for better methods and tools. They want to create “a system that
works correctly and their impulse to reform reflects something about all
craftsmanship: to reject muddling through, to reject the job just good
enough, as an excuse for mediocrity.”95 This is the impulse that spurs rat-
ings, evaluations whose aim is to uncover weaknesses, and ever more sub-
tle or complex ways to assess. 

On the other side, one has “claims of practice” made by craftsmen
themselves, which “encompasses pursuing a problem in all its ramifica-
tions,” a pursuit that takes patience and time. From this corner comes the
claim that a snapshot taken of research is simply inadequate, which is one
of the historians’ critiques. Richard Sennett is quite categorical about the
result when the two are compared, though: “The reformers’ desire to get
things right according to an absolute standard of quality cannot be recon-
ciled with standards of quality based on embedded practice.”96

Scholars in Germany used to be judged by reviews of their work by
other scholars, with respect shown by inviting those one respected to give
a talk, even by deciding to apply for a job where they worked.  Those
were signals of esteem, ways to mark whether that scholar, or his—this is
the past we are talking about—institute was worth anything. Today, “the
belief has arisen that if one could only organize the evaluation of research
cleverly enough, then one would be able to establish the significance of
scholarly work through calculations expressed numerically, and through
stable, formal, procedures.”97

Still, how the discipline of history will render accountability to those
who stand outside it remains unanswered. Is it possible, coming from out-
side, to find a way to measure quality or performance in a manner the
(humanities) discipline being evaluated agrees with? The historians’ refusal,
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along with their evident lack of eagerness to suggest alternate measures
they might find acceptable, suggest the answer is no. That leaves one with
two discourses, the one held within and the one that comes from without.
For now, these remain discourses in genuinely different languages. 
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