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SEMINARS 

 
 

Fifth Transatlantic Doctoral Seminar in German History, 1999: 

―Germany in the Age of Revolution, 1789–1850‖ 

Seminar at the GHI and Georgetown University, April 21–24, 1999. Conveners: Roger 

Chickering (Georgetown University) and Andreas W Daum (GHI). Moderators: Cordula 

A. Grewe (GHI), Martina Kessel (University of Bielefeld), Christof Mauch (GHI), 

Volker Sellin (University of Heidelberg), James J. Sheehan (Stanford University), and 

Jonathan Sperber (University of Missouri at Columbia). 

The Fifth Transatlantic Doctoral Seminar in German History took place at the GHI and 

Georgetown University. In the tradition of the previous meetings in Washington in 1995 

and 1997, as well as in Bochum in 1996 and Göttingen in 1998, the seminar was co-

sponsored by the German-American Academic Council, the Center for German and 

European Studies at Georgetown University, and the Conference Group for Central 

European History. 

Six months prior to the seminar, the organizers announced the meeting on the 

Internet, in individual letters to over one hundred history professors in the United States 

and in Germany, and in the periodical bulletins of the GHI and the Center for German 

and European Studies at Georgetown University. Out of a large applicant pool, sixteen 

doctoral candidates from the United States and Germany were then invited to present 

their dissertation research and discuss their colleagues‘ projects. These projects 

principally fell into the era of German history between the French Revolution and the 

European revolutions of the mid-nineteenth century. The seminar brought together young 

scholars working on a great diversity of topics and helped the participants cross the 

scholarly boundaries between social, political, and intellectual history. The doctoral stu-

dents repeatedly expressed their appreciation of this format, which 
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allowed them both to transcend the confines of their individual topics and to achieve 

common research perspectives. 

As in previous years, the participants were asked to submit in advance papers that 

presented essential elements of their doctoral research—be it a case study, a draft of a 

dissertation chapter, or a summary of the overall project. Copies of all the papers were 

distributed to everyone prior to the seminar, thus avoiding the need for participants to 

make formal presentations. The meeting was organized into eight panels, each of which 

began with two students commenting on two papers. The authors were then given an 

opportunity to respond before the general discussion began. As in 1995 to 1998, this 

procedure greatly stimulated discussion and drew all participants into a intense exchange 

of ideas. The participants also experienced the give-and-take of academic ―commentary,‖ 

which is a standard of scholarly conferences in the United States and has been adopted by 

the German academic community as well. An additional feature of the Transatlantic 

Doctoral Seminar is worth noting: The meetings are bilingual, and either English or 

German may be used when writing the formal papers, presenting or commenting, and 

during the discussions. All participants are thus free to use the language in which they 

feel most comfortable. This procedure found unanimous approval from all participants. 

As was the case in Göttingen in 1998, no clear trends in terms of topics chosen or 

methodologies applied were evident along the lines of national academic communities; 

rather, the American and German academic ―roots‖ left an imprint on the mode of 

presentation and the way in which questions and comments were articulated. For 

example, among both German and American scholars the role of religion figured as a 

prominent concern. But the American scholars were more inclined to embed related 

topics in a broad appreciation of contemporary religious practices. 

In general, the Transatlantic Doctoral Seminar once again realized one of its key 

goals: allowing important insights into the state of historical studies in both countries. A 

half generation ago, protoindustrialism, civil servants, farmers and artisans, anti-

Semitism, and the inchoate interest in Catholicism figured as prominent themes of 

historiography. In 1999 these topics were relegated more or less to the background, as 

were literary history and the revolutionary events of 1789 and 1848–9. The discussions 

during the seminar re- 
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vealed a new diversity of topics and methodologies that apparently reflect trends in 

contemporary historical studies, without being ―representative‖ of the research 

community as a whole. 

First, there was an implicit but striking consensus that many of the historiographic 

battles of the 1970s and 1980s—be it structural history versus political history, or the 

discussions about the Sonderweg and the legitimacy of Alltagsgeschichte—are finally 

over and have made room for less ideological and more dialectical ways of thinking 

about historical research, leaving behind what had previously been entrenched camps or 

schools. This new openness went along with a skepticism toward ascribing to a 

dominating paradigm of interpretation; many of the papers were based on and pleaded for 

methodological pluralism. 

Second, and as a direct consequence, there were some approaches that permeated 

many of the papers that otherwise had different objectives. Among these were the 

sensitivity for gender issues and the appreciation of comparative perspectives. Perhaps 

most important, traces of what could be summarized as the linguistic turn marked the 

majority of projects in one way or the other and led to an enhanced attentiveness to 

language, symbolic structures, and creation of meaning in society. 

Third, and in close connection with the abandoning of the camp mentality, many of 

the master narratives of modern history were scrutinized and, in fact, did not elude 

deconstruction. Above all, this held true for the paradigms of modernization and 

secularization, both of which were frequently addressed, particularly in the papers 

dealing with the history of religion. The various definitions of modernity have turned out 

to be increasingly fragile and questionable. 

Fourth, some common themes ran through almost all the papers: What was the 

character of civil society in the first half of the nineteenth century, and how can we define 

Bürgerlichkeit? What was the meaning of religion and how far did religious practices and 

assumptions permeate society during these years? What character did the state assume, 

and what role did the state play? And finally, what was the meaning of ―Germanness‖ 

and ―Germany‖ in an age that witnessed the rise of nationalism and growing interethnic 

conflict? In fact, the various meanings of nationalism figured as prominent themes in 

many of the sessions. 
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Both the moderators and the students agreed that this seminar was marked by a spirit 

of great collegiality; it combined the friendly atmosphere of mutual understanding with a 

fair and unusually intensive treatment of academic topics. The collegial character of the 

seminar and the high quality of the discussions led to two results, which all participants 

underscored in the end: The seminar allowed the doctoral candidates a thorough re-

examination of their projects and helped them to see these projects as lying within larger 

contexts. At the same time, the exchange among the participants went beyond mere 

academic aims; it fundamentally helped further mutual understanding of the modes of 

research, forms of sociability, and the societal context of scholars. The opening reception, 

two common dinners, the final reception, and the one free afternoon provided time for 

numerous German-American encounters. For many students, this seminar was the first 

opportunity to meet young colleagues and senior scholars from the other side of the 

Atlantic and to discuss research questions as well as current events in both countries. 

Personal comments underlined the overall very positive resonance from the 

participants. Many students praised the ―atmosphere of cooperation and critical 

engagement‖ that one student summarized as ―open, critical, collegial, and always fair.‖ 

In particular, the doctoral candidates appreciated the ―sustained interaction between 

junior and senior scholars,‖ the ―accessibility of the participants,‖ and the ―delightful lack 

of academic ‗posing‘.‖ The students mentioned that the ―unobtrusive and effective‖ 

organization helped to create an intensive setting for discussing the papers that permitted 

―tough but constructive criticism.‖ 

The organizers will do their best in the future to maintain the standard of the 1999 

seminar. The next Transatlantic Doctoral Seminar is scheduled to take place at the 

Humboldt University of Berlin April 26 and 29, 2000, and will follow the format outlined 

previously. This seminar will cover a period that is certainly no less contested than the 

early decades of the nineteenth century: the Imperial Age between 1850 and 1914. Please 

see the announcement on page 65 of this issue. 

The selected participants and their projects were as follows: 

Karin Breuer, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, ―Creating a National 

Community: Collective Memory and the Burschenschaft‘s Conception of Freedom, 

1815–1848." 
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Mary Ann Coyle, University of Maryland at College Park, ―Narrativity and Orality in 

Administrative Discourse: Saxon Patrimonial Courts, 1790-1855.‖ 

Elisabeth Droß, University of Munich, ―Johann Georg August Wirth (1798–1848). Eine 

Biographie.‖ 

David Ellis, University of Chicago, ―Reaction and Religion in Early Nineteenth-Century 

Prussia.‖ 

Deborah Fleetham, University of Rochester, „Was gehört dazu, ein Mitglied der 

evangelischen Kirchen zu sein? Protestant (Dis)Unity in Prussia, 1815–1848.‖ 

Bernd Stefan Grewe, University of Trier, ―Forestry and the Making of Poverty: The Case 

of a South-West German Region in the Nineteenth Century.‖ 

Mark Jantzen, University of Notre Dame, ―The Construction of German Nationalism and 

the Mennonites of the Vistula Delta: A Look at the Frankfurt National Assembly‘s 

Treatment of Religious Minorities.‖ 

Eric-Oliver Mader, University of Munich, „Altes Reich und Neue Ordnung. Zur 

Wahrnehmung und Bewältigung des Wandels um 1800 durch die letzte Generation 

von Richtern des Reichskammergerichtes.― 

Brent Maner, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, ―Prehistoric Answers to the 

German Question: Fridolfing as a Site of Archaeological Excavation, 1834–1850." 

Ursula Meyerhofer, Free University of Berlin, "Bürgerrepublik und Nation in der 

Schweiz, 1815-1848." 

Thomas Nutz, University of Munich, „Die Erfindung der Strafanstalt: ‚‗Gefängniskunde‗ 

und Gefängnisreform in Preußen, 1770–1848." 

Philipp Prein, Humboldt University of Berlin, „Aufbruch oder Flucht? Bürgerliches 

Reisen als symbolische Praxis im Zeitalter der Revolution.‖ 

Teresa Sanislo, University of Michigan at Ann Arbor, ―Protecting Manliness in the Age 

of Enlightenment: The New Physical Education and Gymnastics in Germany, 1770–

1800.‖ 

Diethard Sawicki, University of Bochum, „Doktor Wötzel und die erste merkwürdige 

Geistererscheinung des 19. Jahrhunderts—Jenseitsgedanke und Vorformen des 

Spiritismus um 1800― 
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Daniel Schönpflug, Technical University of Berlin, „Der Straßburger Jakobinerclub—

Werkstatt französisch-deutscher Wahrnehmungen, 1790–1794.‖ 

Ronald Trapp, University of Hamburg, „Preußen und die erste Bundesstaatskrise 1848.― 

Andreas W Daum 

Summer Program June 6–19, 1999 

The GHI Summer Program in paleography and archival studies, co-funded by the 

German Department of the University of Wisconsin at Madison, was an unambiguous 

success—at least according to the feedback from the participants. Ten graduate students 

attended this year‘s course, which aimed to provide participants with an introduction to 

various types of German handwriting from earlier centuries and a working overview of 

the complexity of the German 

  


