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to have been declining career opportunities at the highest levels of late 
medieval society; and the interrelation of universities and pre-
university training in town schools throughout Germany and Europe. 

Perhaps the most important outcome of the conference were the 
explorations for future scholarly exchange, particularly ways of 
encouraging and providing opportunities for doctoral students and 
those at the beginning stages of a professorial career to visit and 
undertake research in Germany, and for German scholars to come into 
closer contact with American scholars. Some initial planning began for a 
future conference on urban schools in late medieval Germany and 
continental Europe that would bring together German and American 
scholars who are working on that important pre-university dimension 
of late medieval education. 

The conveners would like to thank Eckhardt Fuchs of the GHI Wash-
ington for his support in organizing the conference and helping to make 
it a success. 

 
William J. Courtenay 

 
 

„Politik, Gesellschaft und die Institutionalisierung von Ge-
schichtswissenschaft: Deutschland und die USA im Vergleich.“ 
 
Panel at the Annual Meeting of the German Studies Association, Bethesda, 
Maryland, September 27, 1997. Participants: Gerald Diesener, Eckhardt Fuchs 
(chair), Gabriele Lingelbach, Steffen Sammler. 
 
On the occasion of the 1997 conference of the German Studies Associa-
tion, the German Historical Institute sponsored a session under the title 
“Politics, Society, and the Historical Discipline: The Genesis of Historical 
Institutions in Germany and the United States.” The aim of the session 
was to compare different forms of the institutionalization of the 
historical profession around the turn of the century. Owing to the 
different cultural traditions and educational systems that exist in the 
two countries, the genesis and development of historical institutions 
followed dissimilar patterns. Despite these differences, the creation of a 
national institutional network played a crucial role in the 
professionalization of the historical discipline on both 
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sides of the Atlantic. The founding of their own institutions by historians 
was not only a sign of the trend to make the study of history more scien-
tific, but was also a means to exclude non-historians, amateurs, or histo-
rians who would not follow the mainstream of historical research from 
the historical community. The existence of academic institutions also 
offered the possibility to gain public prestige and political influence by 
creating a national memory. Historians founded, therefore, not only 
institutes at the universities, but also their own journals, congresses, and 
national associations. 

The three case studies of the session, which dealt with three different 
forms of historical institutions, addressed the specific social and cultural 
implications of their establishment. Gabriele Lingelbach (Free University 
Berlin) delivered a paper on the foundation of the American Historical As-
sociation (AHA) in 1884. She demonstrated the changeover of this 
association and its meetings from an enterprise that initially gathered not 
only historians but also politicians and amateurs, to an association of 
well-educated and research-orientated academic historians. On the one 
hand, these scientific historians developed the methodological standards 
of their discipline, began editing national historical sources and 
publishing various bibliographies, and established a journal, the American 
Historical Review. On the other hand, the AHA became the central forum 
for articulating the social function of history. The AHA played a major role 
in forming the self-definition of the historical community in the United 
States before World War I, Lingelbach concluded. 

Steffen Sammler (University of Lyon) presented a paper on the found-
ing of the Historical Commissions of German Academies of Sciences 
(Akademien der Wissenschaften) in the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury. These Historical Commissions were a new form of institution that 
existed in addition to the historical seminars at the universities and local 
historical societies. Sammler concentrated on the Historical Commission 
of Saxony and pointed out its uniqueness in remaining independent from 
the Saxonian academy for a long period of time. He also noted that the 
Historical Commission was used by Karl Lamprecht to practice new and 
innovative approaches to history, such as cultural and economic history, 
outside the Historical Seminar at the University of Leipzig. 

Gerald Diesener (Center for Contemporary Historical Research, Pots-
darn) sketched a broad picture of the development of historical 
institutions 
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over the last hundred years. He set out a theoretical framework on how 
to write a history of the historical institutions, their social and cultural 
conditions, and their changes over time. In his paper, Diesener 
highlighted how the national historical congresses in Germany had been 
shaped by the needs of a historical profession that used these 
congresses as a competition among different schools of historians, and 
to gain “cultural capital” among the scientific elite in Germany. 

After a short comment by the chair of the session, Eckhardt Fuchs 
(GHI Washington), the lively discussion focused mainly on the 
differences between Germany and the United States. Also prominent in 
the debate was the question of why American historians founded their 
national association before the Germans did, since the process of 
professionalization and institutionalization of the historical discipline 
had started in Germany half a century earlier than it did in the United 
States. But the participants reached a consensus that it was only during 
the decades before World War I that the historians in both countries 
founded their permanent institutions for the same purposes: to make 
their discipline more scientific, to create a national historical identity, 
and to elevate their own prestige in society. 

 
Eckhardt Fuchs 

 
 

“Science and the Historical Discipline in a Transcultural Perspective, 
1850-1950.” 
 
Workshop at the German Historical Institute, Washington, D.C., October 4-5, 
1997. Cosponsored by the German Historical Institute London. Conveners: 
Eckhardt Fuchs and Benedikt Stuchtey. 
 

Developments in international historiography since the end of the nine-
teenth century have recently stimulated a new interest among 
historians of historiography. However, historiographers have mostly 
concentrated on the emergence of national historical communities up to 
now. They have taken little notice of the development of the historical 
discipline in an international perspective and have neglected non-
Western historical writing in particular. 


