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Friends of the GHI 
 
 
Friends Dissertation Prize Awarded 
 
A total of fourteen dissertations from all over the United States and 
Canada were nominated by their supervisors for this prize, following 
the initial announcements last year. Members of the prize committee 
included Vernon Lidtke (The Johns Hopkins University), chair, Kathleen 
Conzen (University of Chicago), and Jonathan Petropoulos (Loyola 
College in Maryland). After careful evaluation of the applications, the 
committee read a number of dissertations in their entirety. Ranking 
them independently of one another, they were then pleased to find that 
they were unanimous in their choice of the two joint winners. 
 
SANDRA CHANEY completed her doctoral dissertation in 1996 at the 
University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, under the direction of 
Professor Konrad Jarausch. Her title was “Visions and Revisions of 
Nature: From the Protection of Nature to the Invention of the 
Environment in the Federal Republic of Germany, 1945-1975.” She now 
teaches in the Department of History and Government at Erskine 
College in Due West, South Carolina. 

Dr. Chaney finds a discursive shift during the postwar decades from a 
concern about protecting nature (Naturschutz) to the broader effort of 
ensuring the safety and health of humanity in general (Umweltschutz). 
She argues that this period, during which the Federal Republic of 
Germany became densely populated, highly urbanized, industrialized, 
and polluted, also saw a decline of the predominantly romantic 
understanding of nature, heavily influenced by German cultural 
traditions, and a move to a highly technical and scientific one, shaped by 
international trends. Germans worried less about protecting nature 
from the forces of change and more about restoring some parts of their 
surroundings to a “natural” condition. 

Chaney argues that concepts such as “nature” or “the environment” 
are socially constructed and continually debated. Her discussion uses 
three case 
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studies to highlight changing perceptions. The first section 
demonstrates the emphasis in the first postwar decade on the 
management of natural resources such as water, soil, and forests with 
the example of the citizens’ initiative against the damming of the 
Wutach Gorge near Freiburg im Breisgau by a utilities company. In the 
following period, from 1955 to 1967, conservationists struggled  with 
the negative aspects of economic prosperity, such as haphazard 
development, pesticides, and other forms of pollution. By the 1960s 
there was a growing ecological awareness of the increasing danger for 
both nature and people. Conservation became linked to public health 
and regional planning concerns. The second case study focuses on the 
canalization of the Mosel for shipping. Although opponents failed here 
to block the scheme, the protest resulted in cooperation with planners 
to restore a more “natural” order to the canal. 

The third section explores the rise of “environmental” issues in the 
years 1968 to 1975. Influenced by international trends, including 
environmental legislation passed in the United States, the SPD/FDP 
coalition sponsored laws to protect the environment in 1970. The final 
case study looks at the establishment of the country’s first national park 
in the Bavarian Forest. People now had to accept that human activity 
had changed nature to such an extent that constant management was 
necessary in order to keep certain parts of their surroundings “natural.” 

The FGHI prize committee felt that this dissertation examined a still 
neglected issue in modern German history in a thoroughly innovative 
way. The case study approach in particular moved the argument beyond 
the conventional discussions about the rise of the Green Party or the 
influence of National Socialist romanticism. 
 
PAUL LERNER worked with Professor István Deák at Columbia 
University in New York, His 1996 dissertation covered the topic of 
“Hysterical Men: War, Neurosis and German Mental Medicine, 1914-
1921.” After one year as a postdoctoral fellow in the Wellcome Institute 
for the History of Medicine in London, he is now taking up a teaching 
position in history at the University of Southern California, Los Angeles. 

The dissertation of Dr. Lerner examines the phenomenon of war 
neurosis among tens of thousands of German soldiers, beginning in the 
trenches already in 1914. Doctors were at first puzzled by the 
symptoms that so 
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closely paralleled those of female hysteria. Within two years they 
believed they had found the answer and boasted a virtually guaranteed 
success rate in curing their patients. Having established a strikingly low 
frequency of the epidemic among prisoners or the seriously wounded, 
they declared soldiers behind the front lines, many of whom had not yet 
seen action, to be more prone to the illness. This hypothesis led them to 
interpret the neuroses as a flight into illness, either as a physical 
manifestation of the fears and terrors of war, or as a means of acquiring 
a pension. The desire to return neurotic soldiers to active duty, or after 
the war to the labor force, revolutionized German mental medicine: 
rejected treatments such as the use of electricity or hypnosis were 
suddenly embraced as miracle cures. A new generation of university-
based psychiatrists came to the fore in the midst of what was presented 
as a national emergency. 

Lerner first explains the acceptance of male hysteria in the late nine-
teenth century as a diagnosis for the victims of industrial trauma. 
Doctors began to locate the pathological source of post-accident 
nervous symptoms in the patients’ psyche, the diagnosis of which 
(significantly) made them ineligible for pensions and mandated their 
return to work. The author sees here a powerful and uniquely German 
opposition between hysteria and work that displaced the traditional 
femininity of the disease. Wartime doctors interpreted neuroses in 
similar terms, viewing the First World War, as it were, as a gigantic 
industrial accident. Their primary goal was to restore the patients’ 
ability and will to work, thus serving the ends of the state and the 
military, and also enhancing their own professional status. 

The dissertation suggests that the demands of war accelerated the 
turn away from a mental health approach based on the individual 
patient toward a collectivistic paradigm. Partly pushed in this direction 
by the unprecedented numbers of patients, doctors came to view speed 
and efficiency as the primary medical values. National utility became the 
focus of therapeutic goals, as neurotic patients were channeled as 
quickly as possible back into the nation’s war economy. Dr. Lerner also 
demonstrates how university psychiatrists and neurologists moved into 
the gray area between legal, military, and medical spheres to exercise 
authority as the self-appointed caretakers of the nation’s mental and 
nervous health. Siding with the state in postwar pension claims suits, 
they used their new prestige to promote views 
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of German manhood based on duty, obedience, and, most of all, produc-
tivity. 

The committee found Dr. Lerner’s dissertation to make a most 
valuable contribution to the ongoing debate on the evolution of German 
science and medicine from its nineteenth-century liberal origins to its 
role in medical atrocities of the Third Reich. They were impressed by 
the way in which Dr. Lerner elucidated the differences among the 
approaches followed in Germany, England, France, and the United 
States, and showed how dealing with shell-shocked soldiers was part of 
a broader rationalization process, which influenced German military, 
economic, and medical organization. 

 
 

Sixth Annual Symposium of the Friends of the GHI 
 
In an effort to better acquaint the Friends with the work of the research 
fellows at the Institute, their sixth annual symposium will feature 
presentations by two of the fellows, Andreas Daum and Edmund 
Spevack, as well as the two winners of the Friends Dissertation Prize, 
Sandra Chaney and Paul Lerner. The event takes place on November 
14, 1997, in the GHI lecture hall. In the morning, Dr. Daum will give a 
talk on “The Invention of a Hero: Alexander von Humboldt in the 
American Public Sphere, 1850–1900," and Dr. Lerner will present 
"Hysterical Men: War, Memory and German Mental Medicine, 1914–
1926." After lunch, Sandra Chaney will speak about "Visions and 
Revisions of Nature: From Naturschutz to Umweltschutz 1945–1975,” 
and Edmund Spevack will discuss the topic “Members of the Bonn 
Parliamentary Council (1948–49) and their Links to the United States of 
America.” 


