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Conference and Workshop Reports 
________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

―The International Financial System: Past and Present.” 
 
Conference at Princeton, N.J., organized by the German Historical Institute in conjunction with the 
Princeton University History Department and Woodrow Wilson School, April 16–17, 1998. 
Conveners: Carl-Ludwig Holtfrerich (Free University of Berlin) and Harold James (Princeton 
University). 
 

This conference, organized by Carl-Ludwig Holtfrerich (Free University of Berlin) and 

Harold James (Princeton University), aimed to unite scholars of different disciplinary 

backgrounds and generational experiences with U.S. and German policymakers in a 

survey of key issues in the evolution of the international financial system over the past 

century. The conference nearly coincided with the fiftieth anniversaries of the European 

Recovery (or Marshall) Plan (first adumbrated by Secretary of State George Marshall in a 

speech at Princeton University‘s Alumni Day in January 1947) and the German currency 

reform of 1948. 

The conference looked at German-American relations through a number of key 

episodes (the issue of reparations after World War I, the United States‘ role in the 

currency reform of 1948, and the security relationship in the 1950s). Helmut Schlesinger, 

the former president of the Bundesbank, and Paul Volcker, the former chairman of the 

Federal Reserve Board, underlined the bilateral aspect of the conference and presented 

their thoughts on the role of the United States in the world economy. Volcker‘s strikingly 

gloomy evening presentation about the limitations and dangers of heightened capital 

mobility in the 1990s proved quite prophetic in retrospect. 

One of the goals of the conference was to integrate historical approaches to the 

subject with political science and economics 
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methodologies. Eric Helleiner showed how recent the association of a single currency 

with national sovereignty is, and he used nineteenth-century debates on this issue to offer 

a challenging reinterpretation of contemporary issues. The economist William Branson 

(Princeton University) then applied these debates to an analysis of the experience of post-

Soviet successor states. Stephen A. Schuker (University of Virginia) pleaded for a more 

historical and political approach to the problems of the interwar gold standard than he 

found in the prevailing economic literature on the connections between the gold standard 

and the Great Depression. He showed how great power interests were channeled through 

economic conflicts and described the British interest in the operation of the League of 

Nations. Michael Bordo (Rutgers University) commented on the mechanisms for 

adjustment within the gold-exchange standard, and Jakob Tanner (University of Zurich) 

investigated the position of neutral countries, especially Switzerland, in respect to the 

reordering of the world economy after 1945. 

Many of the papers took quite specific historical experiences as a way of examining 

present dilemmas and policy debates. Marc Flandreau (OFCE, Paris) analyzed the credit-

rating procedures applied to sovereign debt by the Crédit Lyonnais bank at the end of the 

nineteenth century as a way of understanding the efficiency of market actors in judging 

credit risk. Mira Wilkins (Florida International University) evaluated the contributions of 

individual firms to international capital transfers in the first era of globalization. Kenneth 

Mouré (University of California at Santa Barbara) assessed the different options for a 

stabilization policy by the Banque de France in the 1920s. Giulio Gallarotti (Wesleyan 

University) considered what political and social circumstances were needed for the self-

limitation of a system such as the gold standard to be effective. Rolf Caesar (University 

of Hohenheim) presented a rather skeptical picture of the historical origins of the 

European Economic and Monetary Union, and Peter Kenen (Princeton University) 

provided a more upbeat commentary. 

At the chronological center of the conference were issues concerned with the 

effectiveness of the institutional reordering of 
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the world economy after World War II. The two major contemporary biographers of John 

Maynard Keynes, Robert Skidelsky (Social Market Foundation and Warwick University) 

and Donald Moggridge (University of Toronto), debated how far Keynes‘s vision was 

realized before Bretton Woods. Skidelsky emphasized the power-political elements of the 

roles that Britain and the United States played in the postwar economy. Charles 

Kindleberger and Taylor Ostrander, who both had direct roles in the economic 

reconstruction of Germany after the war, analyzed the American contribution to currency 

reform. Knut Borchardt (University of Munich) offered some comments on how an 

external agent, such as the military occupation authorities, can generate the preconditions 

for effective reform. Because several of the participants in the German debate on the 

contribution of the currency reform to the German economic recovery or ―miracle‖ were 

present—Werner Abelshauser (University of Bielefeld), Helge Berger (Princeton 

University), and Knut Borchardt—the Kindleberger-Ostrander paper provoked a very 

lively debate. 

The final session of the conference was devoted to Louis Pauly‘s (University of 

Toronto) comprehensive overview of the architecture of the international financial 

institutions themselves, from the League of Nations to the International Monetary Fund 

(IMF). Pauly saw the IMF as stepping into the shoes of the League and inheriting many 

of its problems. This interpretation was fiercely contested by Jacques Polak, who had 

worked for both the League and the Fund. This discussion of whether international 

institutions can tame market chaos or whether they actually produce it is clearly one of 

immense present concern. If the implications of this debate are to be analyzed, a clear 

understanding of the social and political circumstances of the failures and successes of 

the past is indispensable. In this sense, the conference was an important contribution to an 

understanding of present difficulties and crises. 

 

Harold James 
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“A Challenge for the United States and Europe: The Vision of an Atlantic 
Civilization.” 
 

Workshop at the German Historical Institute, Washington, D.C., May 27, 1998. Conveners: 
Christian Hacke (University of the Bundeswehr, Hamburg), Robert 
Gerald Livingston (GHI), and Detlef Junker (GHI). 
 

What are the prospects of an Atlantic civilization after the end of the Cold War? What are 

the challenges facing the West in the twenty-first century? And what will be the role of 

the Federal Republic of Germany within the transatlantic community? These were some 

of the questions Christian Hacke (University of the Bundeswehr, Hamburg) raised in a 

workshop at the GHI. Invoking Hannah Arendt‘s seminal studies on revolution and other 

classics of social and political thought, Hacke argued that an Atlantic civilization might 

be the last chance for the countries of the West to flourish in an increasingly diverse and 

interconnected world. After the collapse of communism in 1989–91, a new era that 

resembles Robert Palmer‘s ―Age of Democratic Revolution‖ seems to loom on the 

horizon. 

According to Hacke, the prospects for an Atlantic civilization have never been 

brighter. The West has reached the peak of its power and faces no serious economic or 

political competitors. Liberal democracy triumphed in Western Europe after the defeat of 

National Socialism. Thanks largely to the efforts of the United States, West Germans 

were given the chance to rejoin Western civilization. The revolutionary changes of 1989–

91 enlarged the vision of a democratic, unified, and peaceful Europe. Today, without the 

―gentle hegemony‖ of the United States, the West would lack a sense of direction and the 

willingness to make political decisions. 

Since 1990 a unified Germany has played a new role in world politics. Germany 

continues to mediate between France and the United States, but it no longer can play the 

role of junior partner in the Franco-German relationship. Germany would be 
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well advised to move more toward Great Britain and the latter‘s more pragmatic vision of 

European integration. Europe has so far proven to be ineffective as an actor in world 

politics and will continue to depend on the cooperation of the United States to realize any 

aspirations toward a global role. Transatlantic links therefore are essential to Europe‘s 

future development. 

Finally, as Hacke stressed in the concluding and central point of his paper, a 

constructive competition that transcends political, economic, and military matters will be 

the essence of an Atlantic civilization. Economic competition, in particular, should not be 

seen as a threat but as an opportunity to build closer links. A constructive rivalry will 

produce ―better debates and wiser decisions.‖ Different perspectives and approaches will 

strengthen the transatlantic partnership. The twenty-first century will become the age of 

an Atlantic civilization if ―American power and interests are combined with European 

traditions and values in a new and visionary manner.‖ 

In his commentary Robert Gerald Livingston (GHI) stressed the importance of 

institutions to achieve closer cooperation among Western countries. NATO has been 

revitalized by its new mission in Bosnia, and its enlargement has been the single most 

important success of Clinton‘s foreign policy. However, Livingston also observed a 

certain ―hubris‖ among American policymakers and tendencies toward a neo-Reaganite 

unilateralism. Yet Europeans should not overlook the fact that the United States thinks of 

itself as a power with global responsibilities. Transatlantic relations is only one of many 

important factors in U.S. foreign policy. As a consequence, dreams of an eighteenth-

century style transatlantic community are increasingly outdated. Furthermore, Europeans 

and Americans might have different views of the precise purpose of organizations such as 

NATO. The expansion of NATO, for example, is seen by many Americans as a way to 

project U.S. power into Central Asia and the Middle East. As America‘s relative power 

shrinks, however, Europe will have an 
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opportunity to play a more substantial role while keeping the Americans committed to 

their NATO allies. 

 

Philipp Gassert 

 

 

“Memory, Democracy, and the Mediated Nation: Political Cultures and Regional 
Identities in Germany, 1848–1998.” 
 

Conference at the University of Toronto, September 18–20, 1998. Conveners: James Retallack 
(University of Toronto) and Thomas Goebel (GHI). 
 

For a long time the history of modern Germany was written largely in terms of the history 

of Prussia, a reflection of the dominant role of Prussia in German politics, especially from 

the 1860s to 1945. Over the last two or three decades, however, more and more historians 

have devoted their attention to other regions in Germany. Their work has highlighted the 

manifold historical trajectories that marked the evolution of the many different regions in 

Germany, which experienced diverse patterns of industrial development, political 

mobilization, social modernization, and cultural evolution. At first, most of the work of 

these historians focused primarily on the states in the south and southwest of Germany. 

With the opening of East German archives after reunification, new and important 

research was begun on the history of the new federal states, especially the history of 

Saxony. This conference brought together historians of regional history to explore themes 

of Germany‘s local and regional identities, national solidarity, and popular representation 

at the local and national levels. 

The conference commenced with a public lecture at the Goethe Institute of Toronto 

on ―Divided Memories,‖ which was delivered by Sigrid Meuschel (University of 

Leipzig). She traced public and scholarly discussions of the concept of ―totalitarianism‖ 

since the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989. With the attempts to come to terms with the 

history of the communist regime in East Germany, the idea of ―totalitarianism,‖ first 
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widely discussed in the 1950s as a way to identify commonalties between fascist and 

communist regimes, has re-entered the German public discourse. Vigorous discussions 

among historians and social scientists revolve around the question of whether divergent 

types of repressive regimes can be grouped together under the broader rubric of 

totalitarianism. Meuschel sketched the various positions in the debate and pointed to the 

distinctly political role of the concept in public discussions. An intense debate followed 

her presentation, revealing that many participants were highly skeptical of a concept that 

seems to overlook the large differences between National Socialism and East German 

communism. 

The first working session of the conference dealt largely with the role of Saxony 

during the process of German unification in the 1860s and after 1871. Following the 

repression of the revolution of 1848–9 Saxony was governed by a highly conservative 

regime that lasted well into the 1860s. After a brief liberal interlude Saxon conservatives 

regained control of the state government. Reform efforts followed a pattern of 

―revolution from above,‖ familiar from other German states (James Retallack, University 

of Toronto). Even after 1871 Saxons retained a strong sense of regional identity that was 

not easily compatible with the rise of German nationalism. But the rise of a socialist party 

in Saxony—and in Germany as a whole—slowly altered political allegiances and lines of 

conflict. The leading political parties in the state regrouped around the themes of 

antisocialism and nationalism, a set of interests and concerns that brought them into 

closer alliance with conservative elements in Prussia and other German states (Siegfried 

Weichlein, Humboldt University, Berlin). The integration of Saxony into Germany was 

not an easy or straightforward process; but the crystallization of lines of political conflict 

facilitated the rise of national orientations and sentiments. 

The discussion following the first group of papers introduced many of the themes that 

would run through the entire conference. Until recently regional history in Germany 
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was largely identified with the history of specific states and territories 

(Landesgeschichte). Increasing interest in questions of the construction of identities, the 

linguistic turn in history and other disciplines, and the increasing attention paid to the 

constitutive role of language in creating mentalities and personal attachments has 

invalidated this older tradition of historical writing. Regions almost never coincided with 

territories defined by clearly demarcated boundaries. Instead, the construction and 

elaboration of local and regional identities, and their interaction with national ones, 

involve a complex set of economic, social, and cultural factors—articulated and 

constantly negotiated through the medium of language and examined through personal 

and collective memories—that defy easy superimposition on geographical maps. At the 

same time, regional identities can never function independently of ―material factors.‖ The 

nuts and bolts of regional history—the transportation networks, the economic structures, 

the social milieus, the migration patterns, and the dynamics of war and geopolitics— 

shaped collective identities in Saxony and beyond. 

The second session concentrated on the fate of liberals and socialists after the failed 

revolution of 1848. Christian Jansen (Ruhr University, Bochum) showed that the leading 

Saxon liberals found themselves in a difficult political situation during the restoration of 

conservative rule. Some remained loyal to their old political visions and allegiances and 

some made their peace with the new regime, whereas others searched for ways to reach 

out to the rising socialist movement. But a unified and vibrant liberal movement did not 

reappear in Saxony. Liberals remained divided among themselves, unable to forge a 

coherent political vision between the extremes on the political spectrum. One aspect of 

this failure of liberalism was the disappearance of the Saxon People‘s Party in the mid-

1860s. Conceived as a broad, progressive reform group able to span the growing gap 

between liberals and the labor movement, the party collapsed after only a few years. 

Liberals no longer were able to create stable alliances with a socialist movement that 

chafed under liberal domination and founded its own independent 
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organizations. The liberal milieu in Saxony simply was not stable enough to withstand 

the growing polarization of the political system (Karsten Rudolph). Yet even the socialist 

milieu was far from unified and homogeneous. From 1870 to 1930 a strong socialist 

milieu developed in Saxony, particularly in Leipzig. A large number of trade unions, 

political associations, sports clubs, cultural organizations, and consumer cooperatives 

emerged that linked workers and their families. But, as Thomas Adam (University of 

Leipzig) showed in his presentation, this seemingly proletarian milieu always included a 

substantial number of white-collar workers, lower-level civil servants, and even some 

small entrepreneurs. The socialist milieu was much less in opposition to bourgeois 

culture as is often argued; rather, it performed an integrative function without developing 

a consistently socialist cultural program. 

The third session took up the theme ―From Neighborhood to Nation.‖ Celia 

Applegate (University of Rochester) investigated the writings of two well-known German 

authors of the nineteenth century, Gustav Freytag and Wilhelm Riehl, in order to trace 

their concepts of regionalism and regional identity. Whereas Freytag championed 

national unification under Prussian leadership, Riehl was much more cognizant of the 

power of separatist and regional loyalties. In a comparison of the accomplishments of 

municipal governments and liberal rule in Dresden and Munich, Karl Heinrich Pohl 

(University of Kiel) made an interesting point regarding the extent of ―modernization‖ 

that marked urban governance in different regions. Measured by its social policies, the 

local government in Munich was decidedly more progressive than the one in Dresden. 

This comparative approach enabled participants to place developments in one region into 

a broader perspective. In his paper on the cooperative movement in Saxony, Brett 

Fairbairn (University of Saskatchewan) emphasized the connections between local efforts 

to organize cooperative ventures and regional and national movements pursuing the same 

goals on a broader scale. Yet cooperatives also contributed to the growing cleavage 

between social classes in Saxony. The labor movement and the middle class 
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developed separate cooperative movements that gave expression to the different social 

and political ideologies of their milieus. Any sense of local or regional identity that local 

governments or cooperatives could sometimes create was constantly counteracted by the 

growing gap between different social groups. 

The fourth session focused on a more narrowly defined time frame—the 1920s and 

the rise of National Socialism. As was made clear by the papers of Benjamin Lapp 

(Montclair College) and Larry Eugene Jones (Canisius College), Saxon politics during 

the 1920s exemplified the general crisis of Weimar. A coalition government of socialists 

and communists in the state was squelched by force by the Reichsexekution of 1923, an 

event that traumatized conservatives and leftists. Partly in response to this event, the 

Saxon party system fragmented at an earlier date than in the rest of Germany. The 

established bourgeois parties proved incapable of organizing and holding on to middle-

class voters. Instead, new parties emerged that claimed to represent the specific interests 

of small sectors of the electorate. On the right, a number of paramilitary and right-wing 

organizations were formed that increased the pressure on the political middle. The Nazis 

adeptly filled this void. As demonstrated by Claus-Christian Szejnmann (Middlesex 

University), Saxony was one of the early important strongholds of the NSDAP. Nazi 

success here was not only a reflection of the disorganization and the bickering of the 

bourgeois parties but also a result of the persistent and often skillful efforts of National 

Socialists to spread their propaganda. The success of the Nazi Party was based on the 

mobilization of a substantial part of the Saxon electorate, on their ability to present what 

seemed to be a coherent vision before an electorate increasingly disenchanted with the 

existing alternatives. 

The fifth session took up the roles of religion and civic culture, particularly by 

focusing on the experiences of Jews in Saxony and other German regions. A paper by 

Simone Lässig (Technical University of Dresden) contrasted the emancipation of Jews in 

Saxony with trends in the small state of Anhalt-Dessau. The latter territory was somewhat 

of an ideal-typical example of 
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enlightened absolutism, where the legal emancipation of Jews came remarkably early 

under the leadership of the local rulers. By contrast, emancipation in Saxony followed the 

model of a slow, bureaucratic reform from above that one encounters in most German 

states in the nineteenth century. Lässig demonstrated how profoundly the cultural and 

social lives of Jews were affected by the patterns of their legal and political 

emancipation. 

Other papers dealing with religion focused on the crucial role of Jewish 

entrepreneurs and performers in the German circus between 1890 and 1933 (Marline 

Otte, University of Toronto), on divergent patterns of community building among Jews 

and Catholics in Imperial Germany (Till van Rahden, University of Bielefeld), and the 

relations between National Socialism and Protestantism (Richard Steigmann-Gall, 

University of Toronto). Two other papers re-evaluated Saxony‘s reputation for political 

conservatism after 1850. Andreas Neemann (University of Tübingen) argued that the 

1850s were not quite as reactionary in Saxony as often argued. A number of reform laws 

affecting agriculture, urban occupations, and the civil code were enacted during the 1850s 

and 1860s under the Beust regime. Although excluded from political power, Saxon 

liberals saw many of their ideas adopted by a government that tried to achieve a balance 

between the repression of political dissent and the slow modernization of the state. For 

the period of the Wilhelmine empire, Marven Krug (amazon.com, Seattle) showed that 

the seemingly draconian laws restricting political and other assemblies were only 

selectively enforced. By looking at the records of a policeman charged with the 

enforcement of the assembly laws one can see how few assemblies were dissolved. 

Instead, the number of political clubs active in Leipzig increased steadily, and only few 

of them were affected by police intervention. Even under the most stringent laws of any 

German state, civic life in Saxony flourished. 

The final session focused on the challenge of writing regional history today. Thomas 

Kühne (University of Konstanz) argued that despite the regional orientation of much 

recent historical 
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scholarship, few historians study a region on its own terms. All too often regional history 

is employed to illustrate deviations from a national pattern or to add some local texture to 

a familiar national story. In particular, the conceptions of the very idea of region by the 

historical actors are only rarely examined closely. The concept of region, still often 

identified with territories and states, must be examined over time to identify the shifting 

historical realities of regional identities. Regions are never stable artifacts but are 

themselves subject to change and conflicting interpretation. In much the same fashion 

that nation building was a constitutive process of the nineteenth century, regions also 

have been created and built. 

In his contribution, Thomas Mergel (Ruhr University, Bochum) examined the 

concept of milieu, one of the most salient terms in regional history and one that played a 

crucial role in the conference discussions. In most varieties of milieu theory, class, 

regional, and religious allegiances are perceived as stepping-stones on the way to the 

formation of national milieus. Such an approach, however, seriously underestimates the 

persistence and power of these ―pre-modern‖ forms of sociocultural milieu. By analyzing 

the experiences and the milieus of Catholics, workers, and the bourgeoisie in Germany, 

Mergel argued that regionality was a central component in the development of milieus. 

For all three groups, a national milieu simply did not exist during the Wilhelmine empire. 

Each social group was divided into different regional milieus, from Catholics in Bavaria 

and the Rhineland to workers in Berlin or Hamburg. Regional differentiation was not an 

ephemeral state of affairs to be overcome by the inexorable tendencies toward 

nationalization; rather, they were fundamental aspects of the very identity of the three 

groups. One could belong to a national labor movement without sacrificing one‘s 

regional sense of belonging. It is this interaction between local and regional milieus and 

the larger national context that makes the analysis of processes of identity formation so 

complex and multifaceted. 

Roger Chickering (Georgetown University) analyzed the experiences of Freiburg im 

Breisgau during World War I. One 
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would assume that the setting of a ―total war‖ would undermine local diversity because 

centralized government and general mobilization would affect the whole country in 

similar ways. But the war affected regions and towns very differently, sometimes 

reinforcing local solidarities, sometimes eroding them. Local history thus has to serve as 

an important complement to the study of total war. Bernd Weisbrod (University of 

Göttingen) then explored some of the reasons why regional history so far has not had 

much appeal to writers of contemporary German history. Here it is the old tradition of 

Landesgeschichte that still dominates discussions. The strong political bent of 

contemporary history, oriented toward the nation-state and international relations, has 

further reduced the appeal of regional history. The conference then concluded with 

presentations by Lucian Hölscher (Ruhr University, Bochum), Michael Kater (York 

University), and Volker Gransow (Free University of Berlin) that offered some final 

remarks on the themes of memory and the mediated nation that ran through all the 

discussions. 

Thanks to the generous support of several sponsors— the University of Toronto, York 

University, the German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD), the Goethe Institute of 

Toronto, the German Embassy in Canada, the Social Sciences and Humanities Research 

Council of Canada, and the GHI—about forty historians, many of them from Germany 

and the United States, could be brought to Toronto. The proceedings of the conference 

were further enhanced by the contributions of many graduate students from the 

University of Toronto, who contributed shorter position papers and who actively 

participated in the discussions. With the publication of many of the papers one can 

confidently expect that the conference will make a lasting contribution to the practice of 

regional history in Germany and beyond. 

 

Thomas Goebel 
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“The Plurality of Publics: Metropolitan Culture and Performance in Germany Around 
1900.” 
 

Panel at the Annual Meeting of the German Studies Association in Salt Lake City, October 9, 1998. 
Participants: David Blackbourn (Harvard University), Sierra Bruckner (University of Iowa), Andreas 
Daum (GHI), and Belinda Davis (Rutgers University). 
 

Chaired by David Blackbourn, the panel took new steps beyond the old controversies 

surrounding the famous model of the public sphere (Offentlichkeit) that Jürgen Habermas 

proposed a generation ago. The three papers examined performance and visual demon-

stration as integral elements of public life in pre-World War I Germany. The papers 

thereby highlighted the diversity within German society as to how to display and 

negotiate social, political, and ideological identities in public spaces. 

Andreas Daum investigated the ―Scientific Theater‖ in Berlin during the last decade 

of the nineteenth century. As part of the ―Urania,‖ a new educational institution, the 

Scientific Theater spectacularized views of natural phenomena on the stage and attracted 

mass audiences. The performances demonstrated the fin-de-siècle‘s drive for the 

visualization of knowledge, which blurred the lines between reality and representation. 

These plays produced images of a harmonious, panoramic nature that nourished the quest 

for an authentic experience of the natural world propagated by contemporary cultural 

critics. 

Sierra Bruckner examined the Berlin ethnographic exhibitions, the Völkerschauen. 

She argued that scientific thought and popular entertainment coalesced in these 

exhibitions to construct a public sphere in which a multifaceted debate about modernity 

took place. Commercial ethnography functioned as a site where popular scientific 

knowledge was produced but also as a sphere where civic values and social norms were 

symbolically reproduced and negotiated. 

Belinda Davis explored the ways in which the proliferation of newspapers and the 

expansion of their readership transformed 



 

  GHI Bulletin No. 23 (Fall 1998)  17 

 

the notion of the public sphere in Germany during World War I. The expanded press not 

only provided for a broader literary Öffentlichkeit but also widely disseminated the image 

of the streets. In particular, this street scenery (Straßenbild) evoked the image of poor 

women standing in line for food, frequently erupting in desperate unrest. The circulation 

of these images directly raised the questions of the legitimacy of the public order. 

In his comment, Professor Blackbourn reflected on the recent shift of attention 

among historians to local sites of the public sphere. He questioned the significance of the 

fin-de-siècle as a time span, and he asked about the specific character of metropolitan and 

capital culture. Blackbourn also addressed the question of the agents and the social 

composition of the Öffentlichkeit, and he provided each speaker with valuable comments 

on their individual topics. In sum, this panel attracted an extraordinary level of interest at 

the conference. The session filled one of the largest conference rooms and prompted a 

number of questions from the audience. 

 

Andreas W. Daum 

 

 

“Ostpolitik: Domestic and International Dimensions, 1962–1974.” 
 
Panel at the Annual Meeting of the German Studies Association in Salt Lake City, October 9, 1998. 
Participants: Carole Fink (Ohio State University), Philipp Gassert (GHI), Detlef Junker (GHI), Klaus 
Larres (Queen’s University, Belfast), Mary Elise Sarotte (Harvard University). 
 
In his introductory remarks Detlef Junker (GHI) reminded the audience of recent debates 

on the meaning of Ostpolitik, on its long-term effects, and whether it paved the way for 

unification or helped to stabilize the Eastern Bloc. 

In his paper titled ―The Difficult Beginnings of Ostpolitik During the Grand 

Coalition, 1966–1969: The Domestic and 



18 GHI Bulletin No. 23 (Fall 1998) 

International Framework,‖ Philipp Gassert (GHI) argued that the ultimate success of 

Ostpolitik after 1969 could be understood by analyzing the less favorable conditions 

during the 1966–9 period. Chancellor Kurt Georg Kiesinger and Foreign Minister Willy 

Brandt were faced with the staunch opposition of East Germany to any arrangement 

between the Federal Republic of Germany and the nations of Eastern Europe that did not 

accept the demands of East German party leader Walter Ulbricht. Furthermore, the 

chancellor‘s own party, the Christian Democratic Union (CDU), did not wholeheartedly 

support the new course toward the East. Finally, the Soviet Union was preoccupied with 

the crisis in the CSSR. The suppression of the Prague Spring in 1968–9 and its de facto 

acceptance by Western powers, however, led to a decisive change in the attitudes of the 

Soviet Union toward the West and paved the way for a more successful West German 

Ostpolitik. 

In her presentation on ―The International Context of Ostpolitik‖ Mary Elise Sarotte 

(Harvard University) argued that Ostpolitik carried more weight in the international 

political context of detente than previously assumed. The ratification of the Moscow and 

Warsaw treaties was the highest foreign policy priority of the USSR in 1971–2. To 

achieve this goal Moscow made numerous concessions to West Germany and refrained 

from canceling the 1972 Moscow Summit between Nixon and Brezhnev despite the 

mining of Haiphong harbor. In terms of East Germany, Brezhnev played a kind of 

―double game,‖ discouraging talks between the GDR and the Federal Republic while 

avidly pursuing his own accord with the West Germans. 

Klaus Larres (Queen‘s University, Belfast) presented a paper on ―Willy Brandt‘s 

Foolish Flirtations with the Russians: The United States and West German Ostpolitik.‖ 

According to Larres, Ostpolitik presented the Nixon administration with a dilemma. 

Whereas to Washington the revision of Bonn‘s policy toward the East had been long 

overdue, there was constant fear of a new ―Rapallo,‖ the prospect of a secret deal 

between Brandt and the Russians that would turn Germany away from the West. 
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Although these fears were unfounded, it was only after 1972 that American politicians 

realized that Brandt was not seeking a quick road to unification. 

In her comment, Carole Fink (Ohio State University) situated Ostpolitik within the 

framework of the Cold War and world politics of the time, including the role of China. 

Fink highlighted three perspectives that need to be taken into consideration when 

discussing Ostpolitik, namely, that of the West, that of the Eastern Bloc, and that of the 

relationship between the two Germanies. 

 

Philipp Gassert 

 

“Fact or Fiction? The Historical Profession and James Bacque.” 
 
Roundtable discussion at the Annual Meeting of the German Studies Association, Salt Lake City, 
October 9, 1998. Sponsored by the GHI. Participants: Günter Bischof (University of New Orleans), 
Dewey A. Browder (Austin Peay State University), Wilfried Mausbach (GHI), Hans-Jürgen 
Schröder (University of Giessen), Christof Strauß (University of Heidelberg), Richard D. Wiggers 
(Georgetown University). 
 
The topic of discussion for this panel centered on James Bacque‘s allegation, made in his 

recent, controversial book Crimes and Mercies, that American authorities deliberately 

starved to death as many as nine million German civilians after World War II. 

Wilfried Mausbach (GHI) challenged Bacque‘s contention that the infamous 

Morgenthau Plan informed American actions. First, Mausbach demonstrated that the 

notion of turning Germany into a huge ―farm‖ was never part of American postwar 

planning; second, that the United States‘ occupation directive (JCS 1067) was not cast in 

Morgenthau‘s mold; and third, that the negative elements of JCS 1067 were deliberately 

postponed, and thereby in effect dismissed, by Military Government officers in the field. 

Instead of evaluating the 
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available evidence, Bacque‘s dramaturgy pits villains against heroes and surrenders 

scholarly differentiation to populism. 

Günter Bischof (University of New Orleans) viewed Bacque‘s thesis as part of the 

trend toward a ―paranoid style‖ in writing recent history. This style is characterized by 

five elements: the image of a huge conspiracy, a self-bestowed duty to save civilization 

from apocalypse, a manichean worldview of absolute good versus absolute evil, the 

conviction that traitors make history, and the amassing of evidence to prove a 

preconceived thesis. Bischof found traces of all these elements in Bacque‘s writing, and 

he bemoaned the publishing industry‘s zest for ―conspiracy history.‖ 

Christof Strauß (University of Heidelberg) examined Bacque‘s thesis that 

approximately one million German POWs perished in American and French camps by 

taking a close look at two Prisoner of War Temporary Enclosures (PWTEs) in Heilbronn. 

Strauß found that conditions in these camps indeed did not meet the requirements of the 

Geneva Convention of 1929. However, to interpret this as evidence of a centrally planned 

and implemented policy of starvation neglects overall conditions in Germany and Europe 

in the wake of the war and overestimates to a considerable extent the occupation 

authorities‘ scope of action. Strauß argued that, contrary to Bacque‘s assertion, the 

Americans did allow aid to be delivered to the inmates by representatives of the German 

churches, and the International Red Cross also was allowed to visit the camps. Moreover, 

between May and December 1945 some 300,000 POWs passed through the Heilbronn 

PWTEs, and death lists show that only 283 of them died. This seems to indicate not only 

that Bacque's research was poor but also that his overall estimates of deaths are way too 

high. 

Dewey A. Browder (Austin Peay State University) corroborated this information. He 

showed that Bacque manipulated statistics by adding expellees and repatriated POWs to 

an early 1946 census that actually already included more than 1.5 million expellees and 

repatriates in addition to the 
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unrepatriated POWs. In counting these people twice, Bacque finds that there should have 

been nearly 74 million people in Germany in 1950, and he cries mass murder when that 

year‘s census falls short by 6 million. Browder explained that he personally pointed out 

this mistake to Bacque while the Canadian author was revising his manuscript for 

publication in English. Bacque, however, failed to correct his information. 

Finally, Richard D. Wiggers (Georgetown University) provided an analysis of 

eyewitness accounts by authors who were neither Germans nor U.S. Military 

Government employees. He found that these third-party observers reported and often 

criticized Allied policy toward and treatment of the German people. Thus, if there was a 

conspiracy to hide the truth, as Bacque alleges, it failed miserably. Moreover, a close, 

comprehensive, and unbiased reading of independent eyewitness accounts suggests that a 

mass death of millions of Germans by starvation simply did not occur in postwar 

Germany. 

The lively discussion, moderated by Hans -Jürgen Schröder (University of Giessen), 

addressed Bacque‘s motivation for writing fiction disguised as fact. It was pointed out 

that Bacque obviously really believes he has discovered something important and is 

encouraged by people in Germany who suffered after 1945 and who feel that their 

experience of victimization has gotten short shrift in the history of this period. However, 

his neglect of crucial evidence suggests either that he is unable to acknowledge criticism 

or that he willfully ignores information in an effort to cash in on a sensationalist thesis. 

The latter supposition led participants to discuss the quixotic nature of efforts by 

professional historians to challenge populist histories promoted by a sensation-driven 

publishing industry. Some also wondered whether even the most ludicrous claims merit 

refutation. There seemed to be an overall agreement, however, that historians have a duty 

to correct gross distortions and refute wild allegations. 

 

Wilfried Mausbach 
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“Violence and Normality: Approaches to a Cultural and Social History of Europe 
During the 1940s and 1950s.” 
 
Conference at Marienheide, October –11, 1998. Co-sponsored by the GHI Washington and the 
GHI London. Conveners: Richard Bessel (York University), Martin H. Geyer (University of Munich), 
and Dirk Schumann (University of Bielefeld). 
 

During the decade following the outbreak of World War II more people were killed by 

their fellow human beings than ever before. This ―decade of violence‖ was followed by a 

―decade of normality,‖ marked by relative peace, stability, and conservatism not only in 

the political arena but also in terms of social and cultural life. In recent years the 

economic and political reconstruction of postwar Europe has been exhaustively studied. 

However, the long-term effects of the experience of the mass violence of the 1940s have 

only begun to be analyzed. Developing approaches to this field of historical inquiry was 

the aim of this conference. More than twenty historians and social scientists from France, 

Germany, Hungary, the Netherlands, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, and the United 

States gathered at Schloß Gimborn near Marienheide to explore the theoretical, 

methodological, and empirical issues that surround this subject. 

The conference began with a session chaired by Dirk Schumann (Bielefeld), wherein 

two keynote papers were presented. The first was a general sketch by Richard Bessel 

(York) of the themes of the conference. He stressed that the subject of discussion was the 

second great postwar transition of the twentieth century and outlined two main 

assumptions that had informed the planning for the conference. The first was that, 

important though the question of how people were led into fascism and war may be, the 

perhaps even more crucial question concerns how people emerged from them and 

attempted, with various degrees of success, to (re-)build a ―normal‖ existence. The 

second was that the experiences, mentalities, and psychologies of 
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the individuals involved are at least as relevant to the history of postwar Europe as are the 

more familiar political and economic developments. 

In the second introductory contribution Alice Förster (Bern) discussed how the 

psychiatric concept of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) might help us understand 

the postwar societies of the 1950s. Förster outlined how the concept was developed in the 

treatment of American veterans of the Vietnam War, described the wide range of 

symptoms associated with PTSD, and pointed out that more recent studies have 

broadened the scope of the concept to include other groups demonstrating PTSD 

symptoms, such as civilians involved in armed conflicts and, retrospectively, American 

soldiers who served in World War II. She went on to point out the relevance of the 

concept for the survivors of World War II by noting the high numbers of soldiers and 

civilians affected by wartime violence and the typical PTSD symptoms of nightmares and 

feelings of detachment that come up in postwar testimonies of survivors. 

This provoked a lively discussion that centered around two points in particular. The 

first concerned the question of what could be considered ―normal‖ if those suffering the 

symptoms of PTSD were considered to be abnormal. This concern implied a pivotal 

theoretical point that was central to the conference theme: If a research concept is based 

on a definition of ―normality‖ that applies to both victims and perpetrators in the same 

manner, what can be gained from it for the analysis of the wide range of different 

experiences during and after World War II? The second critical point concerned the focus 

of the PTSD concept on the individual and whether a concept that describes individual 

behavior can tell us much generally about society and specifically about how societies as 

a whole came to terms with  the traumatic experiences of the war.  

The second session, chaired by Bernd Weisbrod (Göttingen), focused on forms and 

discourses of public mourning and commemoration of the victims of the war. In the 
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first contribution Sabine Behrenbeck (Cologne) noted that in both postwar German states, 

despite their differences, it was the dead members of the former Volksgemeinschaft who 

were commemorated in public ceremonies; the principal victims of Nazi persecution, the 

Jews, were not mentioned explicitly. In the German Democratic Republic (GDR) a 

commemoration calendar emerged that placed the victory of the Soviet troops and the 

Communist victims of Nazi persecution at center stage, whereas in the Federal Republic 

public mourning concentrated on the Volkstrauertag in November and blurred the 

distinctions between soldiers and civilians, perpetrators and victims, by eventually 

including even the German POWs. It was only after the mid-1960s that Jewish victims 

were given their own place in the public memories of both German states. In the 

discussion, several participants pointed out that private and semiprivate forms of 

mourning and commemoration— for example, caring for individual graves— also were 

an important part of collective efforts to come to terms with the immediate past. 

In his paper Ido de Haan (Amsterdam) focused on ―coming to terms with the 

persecution of the Jews‖ and added the Dutch and French experiences. He concluded that 

in these countries too there was no specific place in public memory for the victims of the 

Holocaust. In the Netherlands public discourse focused on the history of occupation and 

resistance, whereas the persecution of Jews was regarded as a German affair. In France, 

Jews were defined as part of the republican nation and thus became indistinguishable as 

part of the resistance movement (although in France, unlike their counterparts in the 

Netherlands, they were entitled to receive compensation for the persecution they 

suffered). De Haan also asserted that a model of public mourning that posits a gradual 

progression from silence to memory is insufficient. Rather, such a model needs to allow 

for shifts between memory and silence, depending on the political context, a point that 

was taken up in the discussion, where several participants questioned the adequacy of the 

term ―silence‖ for what unfolded. It also was noted that the Holocaust, as a 
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European event, generated practices of mourning and commemoration that transcended 

national boundaries. 

The third session, chaired by Svenja Goltermann (Bielefeld), concerned the various 

strategies of women and men to cope with their experiences of violence after the war. 

How women in Germany tried to reclaim a sense of identity and agency from discourses 

that centered on fertility and maternity, and the ―reconstruction of desire‖ were the 

themes of the contribution by Atina Grossmann (New York). Here she contrasted the 

relative unwillingness of German women, who saw themselves as victims of war and 

occupation, to bear children with the tremendous upsurge in births among Jewish women 

survivors in the displaced-persons camps in Germany. Whereas for German women— 

many of whom had been raped— not having children allowed them to re-create the 

material conditions of normality, for the Jewish survivors childbearing both offered an 

opportunity to be and feel ―normal‖ and ―fostered a kind of productive forgetting‖ after 

the horrors of the recent past. Among the points raised in discussion was the degree of 

continuity linking perceptions of Jewish displaced persons to the Ostjuden (Jews from 

eastern Europe) in Weimar Germany and to older stereotypes, which underscored that not 

all postwar phenomena and perceptions were the result of the war experience alone. 

In the paper that followed, Andrea Petö (Budapest) discussed the traumatic 

experiences of Hungarian women who had been raped by Soviet soldiers. Although a 

public ―conspiracy of silence‖ developed after 1945 due to the political circumstances, 

the victims themselves developed an ―economy of emotions‖ that enabled them to 

distance themselves from the acts of rape. The rapes helped to create a myth of 

Hungarian victimhood, which played down the Hungarian contribution to Nazi rule in 

Europe and helped shape an anti-Soviet identity. 

With the contribution by Joanna Bourke (London) attention shifted to men‘s agency and 

men‘s experience, generally and to the act of killing specifically. Focusing on evidence 

left by British 
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soldiers, Bourke contrasted contemporary fears revolving around the stereotyped figure 

of the ―veteran‖ that suggested that returning soldiers, brutalized by their experiences, 

would pose a serious danger to public order, with the ways soldiers found to distance 

themselves from the horrors of war and their own behavior by creating ―ordered sensible 

narratives‖ for their experiences. 

The fourth session, chaired by Atina Grossmann, continued the discussions of gender 

experiences by turning to issues of marriage and family. Dagmar Herzog (East Lansing, 

Mich.) presented the thesis that the 1950s in Germany were less sexually repressed than 

often portrayed and that the same could be said for the Nazi period, thereby supporting 

Ludwig von Friedeburg‘s 1953 thesis that a steady liberalization of attitudes toward 

marriage and family had been taking place since the beginning of the twentieth century. 

Drawing on a wide range of sources, including marriage counseling texts and opinion 

polls, Herzog demonstrated that during the late 1940s and early 1950s there was a high 

level of consent to premarital sex, that information on sex practices was easily available, 

and that the first mail-order service for pornographic material was a great success. This 

changed in the late 1950s when the influence of conservative forces increased, 

particularly that of the Catholic Church, which had denounced Nazism as too permissive 

in sexual matters; ―the later 1950s,‖ according to Herzog, ―have come to stand in for the 

whole of the 1950s.‖ 

Pat Thane (Sussex), whose paper set developments in the family life of postwar 

Europe within a broad social and economic perspective, confirmed Herzog‘s thesis for 

Britain. There too the 1950s brought about a further loosening of codes of sexual 

conduct, whereas other features of social life— such as demographic changes and very 

low unemployment rates after the war— marked a break with prewar experience. Thane 

also stressed the importance of class: The postwar economic boom and the changes it 

generated affected most of all the working class, where for the first time parents could 

expect that their children would have better lives than they did and where  
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working-class families in particular saw a trend toward greater stability in their lives. 

In the fifth session, also chaired by Dirk Schumann, the changes during the postwar 

years connected with the economic boom were explored from different perspectives, i.e., 

work and consumption. Drawing on his studies of Germany during the 1950s and early 

1960s, Michael Wildt (Hamburg) noted both the ruptures of the postwar period and the 

continuities of the prewar and war years. Anxieties about a possible third world war were 

ever-present during the 1950s, leading to constant efforts to stockpile extra food at home, 

and thrift remained a valued quality through the 1950s— although the fact that 

consumers increasingly bought on credit suggests that things look different when one 

examines everyday practice. ―With work‖ a pivotal value, long working hours were 

accepted, which had a negative effect on family life but on the whole contributed to a 

sense of confidence and a ―normality‖ that meant ―being able to make plans‖— a point 

that echoed Pat Thane‘s comments. For West Germans, moreover, being able to 

participate in mass consumption also meant becoming westernized; as Wildt concluded, 

they thereby became ―democrats as consumers.‖ In the discussion that followed there was 

agreement that mass consumption played an important role in generating societal stability 

in all western European countries and even, to some degree, in eastern Europe as well. In 

this respect the 1950s were a period of convergence for western European societies, 

although it was pointed out that participating in mass consumption did not mean that the 

same range and volume of goods was available to all groups in society. 

In his paper Jakob Tanner (Zürich) discussed diet after World War II, outlining how 

the system of food supply came under pressure, due first to the shortage of food and 

rationing—an endeavor to impose some standard of normal life in a violent and abnormal 

situation—second to the perception of hunger as violence against the body, and later 

through the (re-)emergence of the desire to be slim. The mid-1950s were, in Tanner‘s 

view, 
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the decisive years, seeing the takeoff of a new consumption-driven model in which 

saving on food could enable a family to purchase consumer durables. Tanner also 

illustrated, in a speculative and fascinating manner, how postwar fantasies of the ―new 

tall, slim body‖ were linked with fears of atomic warfare by the grotesque and banal 

identification of sexually attractive women as ―superanatomic bombs.‖ Referring mainly 

to German examples, Alf Lüdtke (Göttingen) concluded the session by exploring the 

meanings and emotions related to ―work‖ in the 1950s. In particular he stressed the 

continuities that related the aesthetics of ―work‖ in the 1950s to those in the 1930s. 

Deutsche Wertarbeit again became a chiffre for the capacities and achievements of 

German society, while the notion of ―work‖ also was linked to promises of a better future 

and adventure. In the discussion it was noted, however, that the experience of the ―black 

market‖ did not necessarily fit this argument and that the experience of slave labor, 

shared by many men and women in countries under German occupation, shaped attitudes 

toward ―work‖ rather differently from those of the German population after 1945. 

The focus of the conference shifted to political culture in the sixth session, chaired 

by Martin H. Geyer (Munich). In the first paper, Damian van Melis (Berlin) presented the 

thesis that the Catholic Church viewed itself as victorious after the war, as a ―victor 

among the ruins.‖ While glossing over the silence at Nazi crimes, the Church interpreted 

the violence of the war as the result of the disobedience of God and turning away from 

the Church, just as the violence of the Spanish Civil War had been perceived as a result 

of the disobedience of the Church. The Church was concerned more with reaffirming its 

traditional worldview and moral rules than with taking serious issue with the violence of 

the war years, especially with the Holocaust. Questions were raised in the subsequent 

discussion about whether the Catholic responses to the violence were in fact so 

monolithic— for example, in the Netherlands and Belgium important discussions took 

place about Catholic (and Jewish)  
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martyrs; the importance of the Church‘s influence over schools should not be overlooked. 

In his paper Pieter Lagrou (Paris) contrasted the two world wars in France, Belgium, 

and the Netherlands and pointed to the difficulty of constructing homogeneous national 

memory after 1945. In contrast to World War I and to the experiences in Eastern Europe 

during World War II, the actual fighting in the countries Lagrou discussed was over very 

quickly; collaboration and resistance, deportation and persecution of the Jews, not the 

daily confrontation with violent death, marked most of wartime. Here Lagrou affirmed 

the thesis put forward by Behrenbeck and de Haan that in public remembrance the Jews 

were excluded from national memory, and he suggested a fascinating paradox: that 

although in World War I a relatively homogeneous experience was followed by 

divergence, the divergent experiences of World War II were followed by greater 

uniformity. Violence, according to Lagrou, ―was collectivized in memory‖ after World 

War II, whereby certain symbols and ceremonies became common to all, even though 

they did not have common experiences. Participants in the discussion stressed the 

differences among the Netherlands, which had not fought in World War I, and Belgium 

and France, which did. The importance to France of the wars in Indochina and Algeria 

also were highlighted. At the same time it was pointed out that there were developments 

that cut across national boundaries— the murder of the Jews and, in a very different 

manner, the economic organization of the war machine. 

Finally, Donald Sassoon (London) described for Italy the problems of constructing a 

national narrative of the war years. There the Communists were virtually in charge of 

who was in the resistance, and of the resistance narrative, and created a national narrative 

in which most people were unable to recognize themselves and that obliterated the 

possibility of creating local narratives. Sassoon placed particular emphasis on the ―myth 

of the good Italian,‖ who had been involved in the war and Fascist crimes only by 

accident, that eventually served as a unifying myth that cut across party lines, although at 

the price of 
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obliterating Italy‘s history of anti-Semitism and its colonial history. In the subsequent 

discussion the similarities and differences between the ―good Serbian‖ and ―decent 

German‖ (which did not effectively serve as a nationally integrating figure because his 

secondary virtues helped make genocide possible) were debated. Furthermore, it was 

argued that personal and regional narratives could follow patterns different from the 

national ones, which led to the general point that there always were different levels on 

which myths and narratives were constructed. 

The seventh session, chaired by Richard Bessel, explored the broad field of the 

culture of everyday life, thereby taking up some of the themes of previous sessions from 

a different perspective. Drawing on Walter Benjamin‘s reflections on art in the industrial 

age, Paul Betts (Charlotte, N.C.) examined how the legacy of Bauhaus was used in both 

Germanys after 1945. In the Federal Republic an ―aesthetization of economics‖ gave 

industrial design a new prominence and engendered the shaping of all sorts of consumer 

products in an explicitly ―modern‖ fashion, whereas the public presentation of politics 

remained muted. In the GDR there was no break with the past aesthetization of politics, 

but there were efforts to design consumer goods in a manner clearly distinguished from 

the Nazi years. The subsequent discussion centered on the models for industrial design: 

Apart from the references to the Weimar Bauhaus, there also were references to French 

and Belgian models, as well as to American ones. 

In his contribution Alon Confino (Charlottesville, Va.) offered the thesis that the re-

emergence of tourism in Germany after 1945 was not, as usually claimed, a hallmark of a 

new culture of mass consumption. Rather, it was not just a continuation of a tradition 

from the 1930s that only had been interrupted for five years but also (as contemporary 

statements of former German soldiers demonstrated) an attempt to remember the days of 

war without being politically incorrect. This changed in the course of the 1950s, when a 

younger generation of tourists who had not been in the Wehrmacht traveled to the sites of 

Nazi 



 

  GHI Bulletin No. 23 (Fall 1998)  31 

 

crimes in order to pay respect to the victims. In the lively discussion that followed it was 

pointed out that most former soldiers did not travel; if they did, they tended to visit places 

not connected with their war experiences. Most German tourists remained in Germany or 

visited Austria; Eastern Europe, where most German soldiers spent most of the war, was 

not on the tourist map of the 1950s. 

The final session, also chaired by Richard Bessel, began with Bernd Weisbrod‘s 

attempt to reinterpret some of the pivotal terms discussed at the conference. Rather than 

juxtapose ―violence‖ and ―normality,‖ Weisbrod proposed the terms ―liminality‖ and 

―security of life experience.‖ Focusing on individual experience, Weisbrod stressed the 

ruptures rather than the continuities between the war and the postwar years and pointed to 

the changed perceptions of time, language, and memory. Once the war ended, time 

acquired a new meaning as the pace of life became slower and steadier once again; the 

language was now one of survivors who expressed their stories in terms of crises and 

luck, and a new language of conservatism emerged after 1945 that focused on terms of 

reassurance and confidence; and memory was split— attached in part to mutilated and 

raped bodies, in part to scarred cities, and in part to private economies of emotions, all of 

which had to be reconciled with the official memories of the war years when it came to 

rebuilding society after 1945. Strategies of ―self-decontamination,‖ as Weisbrod put it, 

had to be developed; there could be no rebuilding of society with a rebuilding of the self. 

―It was,‖ Weisbrod concluded, ―not just the past but the present which was another 

country.‖ A lively debate followed, centering on how general developments of the 

postwar era— such as emergent mass consumption and the new welfare state— can be 

studied from a perspective that focuses on the individual. Thus, the final discussion 

returned to the fundamental issues raised by Alice Förster‘s contribution at the beginning 

of the conference. 

Weisbrod‘s concluding remarks, and the intense discussions that the conference 

provoked from beginning to end, pointed 
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simultaneously to the complexity of the subject and its importance in the shaping of the 

world in which we live. More than most, this conference was exploratory: It was an 

attempt to map out new paths toward an understanding of perhaps the most important 

transition of our century, and in that it proved extremely successful. 

 

Richard Bessel 

 Dirk Schumann 

 

 

“The Criminal and His Scientists: A Symposium on the History of Criminology.” 
 
Conference at the European University Institute in Florence, October 15–18, 1998. Co-sponsors: 
GHI, the European University Institute, Florence, the Centre de Recherches Sociologiques sur le 
Droit et les Institutions Penales (CESDIP), and the Groupe Europeene de Recherches sur les 
Normativites. Conveners: Peter Becker (European University Institute, Florence) and Richard F. 
Wetzell (University of Maryland at College Park). 
 
The conference brought together thirty-five scholars from several countries. About half of 

the participants came from Europe (England, France, and Germany), a third from the 

United States, and a few from as far away as Argentina, Australia, and Japan. The 

conference began with a keynote speech by Peter Strasser (University of Graz), which 

provided a wide-ranging analysis of the history of criminological thought from Cesare 

Lombroso to the present. 

The first two panels examined the variety of criminological discourses that took 

shape in the first half of the nineteenth century, including criminal statistics (Herbert 

Reinke, University of Wuppertal), the ―criminology‖ of the Victorian judiciary (Martin 

Wiener, Rice University), the ―invention‖ of juvenile delinquency (Bernd Weisbrod, 

University of Göttingen), the German police‘s ―gaze at the underworld‖ (Peter Becker, 

European University Institute, Florence), Jewish views on Jews and crime (Michael 

Berkowitz, University College, London), and 
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the impact of the French Revolution on criminological thought in France (Marc 

Renneville, University of Paris). Here the discussion focused on the relationship between 

discourses and institutional practices, and on the question as to what extent there was a 

shift in criminological master narratives from the mid- to the late nineteenth century. 

The third and fourth panels took a comparative look at turn-of-the-century 

criminology and the impact of Lombroso‘s theories on the ―born criminal‖ in Italy (Mary 

Gibson, John Jay College of Criminal Justice), Germany (Mariacarla Gadebusch, 

University of Greifswald), France (Laurent Mucchielli, CESDIP), Australia (Stephen 

Garton, University of Sydney), Japan (Yoji Nakatani, Tokyo Institute of Psychiatry), the 

United States (Nicole Rafter, Northeastern University), and Argentina (Ricardo 

Salvatore, Universita Torcuato di Tella, Buenos Aires). The papers and discussions for 

both panels emphasized the need for a highly differentiated assessment of Lombroso‘s 

impact but also demonstrated powerful similarities among the various national 

experiences. 

The fifth panel investigated the production of criminological knowledge, including 

the tools and techniques criminologists used (David Horn), the role of tattoos in 

criminological thought (Jane Caplan, Bryn Mawr College), and the reception, 

reproduction, and contestation of criminological discourse in the autobiographical 

writings of prison inmates (Philippe Artieres, Paris). Here, papers and discussion stressed 

that criminology was situated among competing discourses. This theme was pursued in 

the next panel, which examined at the larger context of turn-of-the-century German 

criminology, including its connection with discourses on moral reform (Andrew Lees, 

Rutgers University, Camden), drinking and temperance (Geoffrey J. Giles, University of 

Florida), and on the way in which press reporting on the murder of a child in Berlin 

promoted certain ways of seeing the city (Peter Fritzsche, University of Illinois at 

Urbana-Champaign). The seventh panel followed the development of German 

criminology in the first half of the twentieth century, examining psychoanalytic 

criminology 
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 (Gabriel Finder, Susquehanna College), Bavaria‘s Criminal-Biological Service (Oliver 

Liang, Johns Hopkins University), the image of the criminal and the detective in Fritz 

Lang‘s films (Joachim Linder, Munich), and the general development of German 

criminology during the Weimar and Nazi years (Richard F. Wetzell, University of 

Maryland at College Park). Here, the discussion included debates on the specificity of the 

German national experience and the question of to what extent the Nazi ―racial state‖ was 

or was not the logical outcome of a certain type of biologically determined thought. 

These themes were followed up in the final panel, which presented two case studies of 

the relationship between criminology and penal policy, examining the history of prison 

labor in the United States (Norbert Finzsch, University of Hamburg) and the role of 

criminological discourse in the Nazi treatment of gypsies and juvenile delinquents 

(Michael Kater, York University). 

In conclusion, the conference‘s lively and wide-ranging discussions demonstrated 

that the history of criminology is enormously enriched by international and comparative 

perspectives. 

 

Richard F. Wetzell 

 

 

“Germany and African Americans: A Comparative Perspective.” 
 

Conference held at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, November 2, 1998. Co-
sponsored by the Institute of African American Research and the GHI. Convener: Gerald Horne 
(University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill). 
 

On November 2, 1998, a distinguished group of younger scholars from Germany and the 

United States gathered at the Sonja Haynes Stone Black Cultural Center at the University 

of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (UNC) to discuss various topics in the field of African 

American Studies. In particular, they looked at German encounters with African 

Americans and the impact of German ideas on African-American scholars. The 

conference was 
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organized by Professor Gerald Horne, the director of the Sonya Haynes Stone Black 

Cultural Center. 

Following introductory remarks by Horne and Christof Mauch (GHI), Hartmut Keil 

(University of Leipzig) introduced his research on German-Americans and African 

Americans in the mid-nineteenth century. Keil argued that German immigrants adopted a 

rather positive or friendly attitude toward the African American community, and he 

identified a number of key reasons for this. He found that some German cultural and 

political traditions dovetailed nicely with antislavery and abolitionist sentiments, 

although his main focus was on practical social relations. Keil stressed the near absence 

of direct occupational competition between African Americans and German-Americans 

(in contrast to Irish-Americans), the differences in socioeconomic status, and patterns of 

proximity in urban neighborhoods. These specific factors, Keil concluded, reduced the 

likelihood of racial tensions, at least in the antebellum period, whereas after the Civil War 

racism was adopted by German immigrants as ―a gradual learning process and integral 

part of, or even precondition to, becoming integrated into American society.‖ The 

commentator, Michael West (UNC), applied the concept of ―whiteness‖ to Keil‘s 

interpretation and reflected on the differences between antislavery and pro-black attitudes 

among Germans. 

The second paper was delivered by Manfred Berg (Free University of Berlin), who 

presented a chapter of his forthcoming book on the NAACP, A Ticket to Freedom. He 

discussed the strategy debates concerning re-enfranchisement during the early 1960s 

within the civil rights movement. He based his thesis on the competition and rivalries 

between the NAACP, which supported voter registration, and competing smaller 

organizations, which favored nonviolent direct action. He argued that the nonviolent 

mass protests of the early 1960s provided a ―positive flank effect,‖ while ―the NAACP 

voter registration campaigns, although its results are hard to quantify, made a substantial 

contribution to the re-enfranchisement of southern blacks in the two-and-a-half decades 

after the Second 
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World War.‖ The commentator, Genna Rae McNeil (UNC), saw more of a ―continuum‖ 

than a ―dichotomy.‖ She added that the NAACP took different actions and changed its 

approach over time. She also stressed regional variations, whereas other conference 

participants discussed civil rights issues within the larger context of the Cold War. 

The third paper was given by Maria Höhn (Vassar College). She discussed the 

attitudes of black GIs and Germans in the 1950s and 1960s. Her provocative thesis was 

based on the way in which American racial attitudes ―informed and enforced German 

attitudes.‖ In particular, she discussed the American military‘s implicit and often explicit 

approval of racial discrimination, which exacerbated German prejudices and their 

tendencies to stigmatize as prostitution the sexual relations between German women and 

black soldiers. In his comment military historian Richard Kohn (UNC) countered that 

American commanders were committed to a policy of integration; he also stressed that 

American beliefs and practices may have permitted German racism but never caused it. 

In her paper on ―Rethinking Race After National Socialism,‖ Heide Fehrenbach 

(Emory University) focused on postwar German discourses of race. She used the West 

German feature film Toxi: Die Geschichte eines Mischlingskindes (one of Germany‘s top 

ten films of 1952) to explore the continuities and differences in the representation of race 

across the divide of 1945. In her complex analysis Fehrenbach discussed the issue of 

Mischlingskinder (children of multiracial background) on numerous levels, including 

German diplomatic negotiations about terminating the Occupation Statute and the Federal 

Republic‘s claim to establish jurisdiction in the area of civil law over all inhabitants 

within West German borders. Among other points Fehrenbach found that ―the 

instrumentalization of race for the rehabilitation of German identity was a dominant 

feature of the emerging liberal discourse in 1950s West Germany.‖ In his comment 

Daniel Letwin (Pennsylvania State University) interpreted the film as an episode of how 

the Germans became ―white or more white.‖ Rather than 
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focusing on postwar German discourses, Letwin drew challenging parallels between 

postwar Germany and the period of Reconstruction in the United States. He emphasized 

white attitudes, behavioral patterns, and government policies toward Africans Americans 

in the United States. 

In the final paper of the conference Axel Schäfer (University of Halle-Wittenberg) 

analyzed the impact that W.E.B. Du Bois‘s experience in Germany (in 1892) had on his 

social, political, and philosophical outlook. Schäfer contended that Du Bois‘s work under 

Gustav Schmoller led him away from a liberal model of social change and toward a 

progressive-historicist view. By subscribing to a philosophy that encouraged individuals 

to see their own condition not as predetermined but as historically constructed, Du Bois 

distanced himself from the belief that civil rights were necessarily the main avenue to 

equality and justice. Instead, he stressed the cultural dependency of ethics and focused on 

social ethics as a path to develop or even change black American culture. Reginald 

Hildebrand (UNC) emphasized that Schäfer deserved credit for highlighting the 

important influence that Schmoller‘s seminar had on Du Bois. At the same time he 

cautioned Schäfer not to pay too much attention to the German Historical School and 

mistake the ―voyage to Berlin‖ for a ―road to Damascus.‖ Furthermore, he questioned 

Schafer‘s thesis that Du Bois distanced himself from the idea of extending civil rights or 

even turned away from progressivism as a result of his intellectual journey across the 

Atlantic. 

Finally, Clarence Taylor (Florida International University) presented his strong 

views on contemporary racism in Germany from an African American perspective. He 

was a Fulbright professor at the University of Chemnitz in 1996-7, where he experienced 

an ―almost official policy of harassment‖ and of ―criminalizing immigrants.‖ A lively 

discussion ensued. 

 

Christof Mauch 


