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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. 
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This workshop tried to break new ground in the study of 
historiography with its intention to spur interest in such an 
international and transcultural perspective on the history of the 
historical discipline. Its purpose was to look back at the origins, the 
mechanics, and the results of scientific exchanges between different 
cultures, to compare the processes of professionalization of the 
historical discipline within these different cultures, and to define the 
workings of the international relationship between Western and non-
Western scientific communities. The twenty-two participants who 
attended the meeting represent four continents and teach in seven 
countries. They gave papers on African, European, American, Japanese, 
Chinese, Latin American, and Indian historiography. 

The first session concentrated on theoretical and methodological 
problems, followed by three sessions that took Great Britain, France, 
and Germany as points of departure, since it was in these countries 
where the national historical disciplines were most advanced at the end 
of the nineteenth century. Two main topics were discussed: the 
possibilities and the limits of a structural comparison of academic 
historical disciplines from different cultures on the one hand, and their 
relationship, perceptions, and influences on the other. One general 
question was whether the triad of industrialization, modernization, and 
an increasing emphasis on scientific exploration, which was 
characteristic of the Occident, can also be applied when analyzing the 
development of non-Western science and historiography. 

After the opening of the conference by Detlef Junker, director of the 
German Historical Institute in Washington, and introductory remarks by 
Eckhardt Fuchs (GHI Washington), Jörn Rüsen (Kulturwissen-
schaftliches Institut Essen) began the first session by addressing the 
theoretical problem of how to compare cultures in an “intercultural 
communication.” According to Rüsen, ethnocentrism is the main 
challenge facing intercultural communication. He developed some 
thoughts on the gap between cultural differences and a universalistic 
discourse by arguing that this gap might be bridged by historical 
narratives and their claims of universal truth. Finally, he applied his 
principles to an intercultural comparative historiography using a 
theoretical approach to cultural differences that is guided by the idea of 
cultural specifics. For Rüsen, such an approach could avoid Euro-
centrism and the presupposition that excludes cultures from one 
another. 
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Stefan Tanaka (University of California, San Diego) then showed how 
the modernization of Japanese society and its increasing reliance on 
scientific methods during the period of the Meiji restoration led to a 
historicization of society, a fully new interpretation of society, which 
made history and thereby historical writing possible. The “forgetting” of 
traditional patterns of thinking and their replacement by the metaphor 
of “childhood” brought, according to Tanaka, a new understanding of 
human existence to light. The universal and unifying notion of 
“childhood” became the basic element of a new national historical 
consciousness. It was used as a symbolic reminder of the existence of 
the nation and helped to legitimize the nation-state. 

In the second session, Carlos Aguirre Rojas (Universidad Nacional 
Autonoma de Mexico) offered an overview of the reception of French 
historical writing in Latin America from 1850 to the present. The 
dominance of German historiography since the second half of the 
nineteenth century gave way to French influence after World War I. 
Especially after the 1920s, the Annales school gained particular 
significance. Almost all writings of the Annales historians were 
immediately translated and received wide distribution. After 1968, 
however, American historical science had the greatest impact on Latin 
American scholars. In Aguirre’s perspective, Latin American historians 
considered themselves very cosmopolitan and a part of the Western 
scientific community. 

Matthias Middell (University of Leipzig) drew a different picture of 
the influence of French thought on francophone African historiography. 
Here, the Annales did not play a decisive role in the genesis of a 
historical discipline. It was only after 1960 that, under the leadership of 
a new postcolonial generation, a shift from nationalistic to Marxist 
concepts took place. Marxism, according to Middell, was the main 
vehicle for the professionalization of history in Africa. In France, African 
historiography adopted only a minor role. 

The British-African case was quite different. Benedikt Stuchtey (Ger-
man Historical Institute London) stated in his paper on British 
imperialism and African historiography that the historical discipline in 
England developed a strong interest in African history. In South Africa, 
Boer historical writing can be analyzed using the frontier thesis. Black 
African historiography, as the example of Nigeria revealed, developed as 
a professionalized and institutionalized historical science following 
British models only since 
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the 1960s. However, historians were radical in the area of application 
but orthodox in their concepts. 

Michael Gottlob (University of Bergamo), in his talk on British and In-
dian historiography, raised the problems of center and periphery and 
scientific colonialism. He argued that with James Mill the British 
treatment of the Indian past was incorporated into the strategy of 
historicizing the “ahistorical.” Later in the nineteenth century this 
resulted in a confrontation of historical and “ahistorical” societies, 
which lost its historical components. Indian historians, who first tended 
to adopt the Western theory of progress, increasingly rejected the 
imperialistic character of British historiography by presenting India 
itself as the origin and center of civilization. Some of these historians, 
seeking to avoid essentialism, confronted the Western ideology of 
historicization with the empirical reality of colonialism. 

In the final session, Gabriele Lingelbach (Free University Berlin) 
spoke about the German historical discipline and its impact on U.S. 
historiography. In her analysis of the study of Americans in Germany in 
the nineteenth century and the establishment of history departments 
throughout the United States, she argued that there was much less 
direct influence than previously supposed. This holds true for 
professional historical institutions outside the universities as well. The 
“German model” as such never existed, Lingelbach asserted, and 
American historians misread historicism. 

Edward Wang (Rowan State College) focused on the role that German 
historicism played in China in the first half of the twentieth century. He 
concentrated on the “scientific history” that owed its concepts primarily 
to Leopold von Ranke and Gustav Droysen. The historians belonging to 
this school regarded science as methodology, which was applicable to 
historical writing. For them, therefore, the method of Quellenkritik was 
the basis of historical science. 

The concluding discussion drew attention to the problem of the use 
and definition of such terms as “universal” or “world history,” 
“transculturalism,” and “Eurocentrism.” Suggestions were made as to 
how to overcome the ethnicity that had been touched on in Jörn Rüsen’s 
remarks. It became clear that the inevitability of language barriers 
makes a globalization without discrimination very difficult. 

 
Eckhardt Fuchs 

 Benedikt Stuchtey 


