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Objective: The present paper analyzes and critically evaluates the concept of
“Bildung” in the thought of Wilhelm von Humboldt and seeks to provide the
necessary foundations for a proper understanding of this idea based on his major
works. It first examines the difficulties involved in interpreting and translating
the notion of Bildung, showing that due to its deep philosophical and cultural
dimensions, this concept cannot be easily transferred across languages or
contexts, and therefore requires a careful and context-sensitive approach within
Humboldt’s intellectual framework.

Conclusion: To address the challenges surrounding the idea or concept of
Bildung, the study proposes a methodology grounded in conceptual analysis
with certain minor modifications. It then examines Humboldt’s formulation of
the idea within the broader intellectual and historical frameworks of his time,
arguing that any accurate understanding of his thought is impossible without
reference to these contexts. Based on several of Humboldt’s works, the paper
further explains the foundations and structure of Bildung and demonstrates that
the unity and coherence of Humboldt’s philosophy can only be understood
through what may be called the Metaphysics of Bildung—a philosophical
perspective that seeks to interpret, in a metaphysical and systematic way, the
nature and position of fundamental categories such as the human being, the
world, knowledge, and human action.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The term Bildung is a key concept in cultural and educational studies, yet it lacks a precise equivalent in other
languages. It does not simply mean "education" or "training" but encompasses a complex network of ideas that cannot
be condensed into a single word (Alves, 2019). Its inherent ambiguity has led some to describe it as "Humboldt’s
disintegrated theory of Bildung" (Stoyanoff, 2012). The core challenge lies in the fact that Bildung appears as a unified
term while containing multiple interconnected concepts, requiring deep philosophical analysis to unravel.
This study addresses two central questions:
1. How can we understand the relationship between the apparent unity and internal multiplicity of Bildung?
2. Are Humboldt’s ideas on Bildung coherent and systematic?

To answer these, the research focuses on the "metaphysics of Bildung"—a holistic framework that examines
Bildung as an integrated system linking key concepts like Humanity, world, knowledge, and education. By first
dissecting Humboldt’s foundational ideas, the study ultimately aims to demonstrate the philosophical unity underlying
his theory of Bildung.

Methodology

Defining key terms like "adequacy", "sufficient explanation", or "correct understanding™ is highly challenging—if not
impossible—as their meanings depend on broader theoretical frameworks. When analyzing complex concepts like
Bildung, we face two options:

e Intuitive recognition of an underlying order, or

e Systematic reconstruction of conceptual relationships.

However, Bildung resists intuitive clarity, as even scholars acknowledge its ambiguity. Our analysis therefore
focuses on two layers: Core concepts (e.g., humanity, world, power, interaction).

Ancillary ideas ("soft shells" of meaning).

Humboldt’s "metaphysics of Bildung" ties these elements into a cohesive framework, yet a fixed definition remains
elusive. Historical attempts have produced only partial interpretations, revealing the futility of rigid, glossary-style
explanations. Concepts evolve across contexts—some gaining depth, others being pared down—making their analysis
inherently fluid.

A hermeneutic approach is essential, especially given Humboldt’s ambiguous language (e.g., "human/non-human"
dualisms or metaphorical phrasing). By grounding our reading in his original texts, we aim to critically engage with
Bildung’s foundations—not to pin it down, but to trace its philosophical contours.

Discussion

Bildung as Counter-Practice
Bildung serves as a counterpoint to prevailing norms, enabling reflection on alternative (ideal) states (Alves, 2019, 2).
It encompasses a wide range of themes: humanity, knowledge, action, nature, and ultimate ideals.
Bildung as Reformist Activity
Humboldt frames Bildung as a reform-oriented activity, requiring:
e Descriptive analysis of the current state.
e Atrticulation of the ideal.
e Cognitive preparation (ensuring individuals are mentally ready for change).
e Detailed theoretical elaboration before practical implementation (Humboldt, 1792, 216-219).
Ultimate Goal of Bildung. The realization of "humanity’s development as a whole," dependent on Bildung’s
manifestation at two levels:
e Theindividual.
e The human sciences.
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Humanity and the World In their current state, humans remain unaware of the source of their efforts to expand
knowledge and action (Humboldt, 1973, 58).
The focus must shift to inner elevation rather than external achievements.
The infinite diversity of human knowledge/activity drives the search for unity, achieved through:
e Theoretical engagement: The world as an object of perception.
e Practical engagement: Shaping the world through action.
Human Action At its core, human action is a struggle for inner freedom and resistance against meaninglessness
(Humboldt, 1973, 58).
The ultimate aim of action is to "grasp the world maximally [theoretically] and anchor it to the self [practically]"
to create conditions for humanity’s final purpose: consolidating one’s innate power (Humboldt, 1973, 58).
Conclusion: Bildung as Creative Act Bildung is an invitation to unprecedented creation—a genuine "bringing into
being."
It synthesizes:
e Enlightenment progress.
e Humanism (absolute focus on human advancement).
e Idealism (transcendental dignity of science).
Science, as something “foreign™ and "undiscovered," becomes a tool for constructing a new world of "humanity™
alongside human "omnipotence."
Humboldt’s demand: Each individual must, through Bildung, create a unique humanity within themselves,
contributing to the universal ideal.
This creative act arises from self-activity (Selbsttatigkeit)—the original force inherent in each person: "A human
[individual] who shapes themselves fully as human [the ideal of humanity]" (Humboldt, 1797, 512).

Conclusion

Earlier and at the beginning of the discussion about Humboldt's opinions and thoughts regarding the idea of "Bildung",
we mentioned two central questions: 1. The relationship between the unity and plurality of the concepts and
components mentioned under the idea of Bildung and 2. The synthesis and integration of Humboldt's opinions and
thoughts in this regard. Under the idea of Bildung, we discussed the keywords of human, world, human science and
human action, and we showed in detail how each of these core concepts are defined and explained in relation to each
other, so that the discussion of each of these concepts is closely related. And they are intertwined with each other.
Also, if we consider the main theme of Humboldt's discussion of the ideal science of man as it was explained, the
infinity and alienation of the ideal science, and next to that, the main theme of Humboldt's discussion of the ideal
human act and activity as a pure spiritual act or self-initiating activity that It necessarily includes an incomprehensible
point, then we can conclude that the basis of the idea of "bildung" according to Humboldt is an invitation to creation
and creativity that is unprecedented and is considered a "creation™ in the strict sense of the word. We have seen that
Humboldt interprets the legacy of the Enlightenment era's call to progress along with taking an absolutely humanistic
approach to the progress of man and humanity, and relying on an idealistic approach in the discussion of science,
beyond the empirical dignity of science, he considers the sublime and transcendental dignity of science. In this way,
to open a place for science - not only in the sense of discovery of reality - but also as a solid foundation of the world.
In this way, science, which is absolutely considered as something "foreign" and "undiscovered", is used in the direction
of creating a new world of "humanity" along with the "omnipotent" power of man. In the most concise interpretation,
Humboldt's demand from each human being is to create a unique humanity in oneself through bildung or self-shaping
based on the path explained above, and in this way, to expand and develop humanity as an all-embracing universal
ideal beyond individuals. To be human, the mood that arises from self-activity or spontaneity will be the original
institutional force of each person. And this is nothing but "man [person] who forms himself completely as man [ideal
humanity]" (Humboldt, 1797, 512). It seems that it is precisely because of this explanation that we can talk about the
synthesis and integration of Humboldt's opinions and thoughts regarding the idea of "Bildung".
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