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Friends of the GHI 
 
 
 
Fifth Annual Symposium of the Friends of the GHI  
"The Culture of Historical Learning" 
 
On November 15, 1996, the Friends held another successful symposium 
with a number of outstanding papers from scholars based in every part 
of the country. The day-long proceedings started with a presentation on 
"Historical Memory and Sedan Day" by Alfred Kelly (Hamilton College), 
who offered the commemoration of Napoleon III's defeat in 1870 as a 
classic example of the "invention of tradition." Kaiser Wilhelm I did not 
even want to declare it an official holiday, because he felt that the 
celebrations should be impromptu. This fitted in neatly with the myth of 
the Franco-Prussian War itself as a spontaneous uprising by an 
outraged German people against French tyrants. It was portrayed as a 
resumption of the Wars of Liberation against another Napoleon, whose 
uncouth troops sank so low as to shoot at German Christmas trees! 
Professor Kelly characterized the myth and its surrounding rhetoric not 
as an intentional lie, but rather an unconscious fiction. Although it was 
accorded considerable importance in the early years, the holiday never 
caught on in Catholic areas of Germany, where Sedan sounded too much 
like Satan to bring church support, especially during the Kulturkampf. 
Sometimes the celebrations even suggested diabolical interference, as 
when the 1876 Düsseldorf Sedan Day was marred by four thousand 
marauding children who were drunk on the free beer. Yet mostly there 
were complaints about the boredom of the endless speeches of 
notables—Wilhelm I actually fainted in the saddle on one occasion. Very 
few veterans were around to participate after the big splash for the 
twenty-fifth anniversary in 1895, and even Theodor Mommsen 
suggested the abolition of Sedan Day in 1900. By 1917 it had been 
quietly phased out by the government. 

Professor Rüdiger vom Bruch, this year a visiting professor at 
Georgetown University, then examined different kinds of memoriali- 
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zation in his paper, "Culture as Expression of National Values in 
Imperial Germany." Looking at the statues of Germania throughout the 
nineteenth century, vom Bruch noted that she symbolized "harmony 
instead of revolution" in the early decades. In the 1860s Germania came 
to represent militant resolve, however, only to fade in popularity by the 
late 1880s behind such national symbols as Wilhelm I and Bismarck. 
The popular Bismarck towers themselves cast the image of Bismarck as 
a true "Ekkehard" of the empire in a kind of folkish myth. Similarly the 
famous Völkerschlachtdenkmal at Leipzig did not seek to elevate the 
observer with patriotic memories, but rather to oppress him/her with 
heroic darkness. Professor vom Bruch interpreted this as a response to 
the debate over the crisis of historicism, quoting Hagen Schulze to the 
effect that "the German future lay in the German Middle Ages." He 
turned in the second part of his paper to an examination of the journal, 
Kunstwart, founded in 1887, and the new, culturally defined nationalism 
that it espoused among the intellectual elite it hoped to shape. In the 
first quarter-century of the journal's publication, the basis of its folkish 
nationalism shifted from Nationalkunst to Ausdruckskultur. It viewed the 
latter as an ethical form of nationalist socialism, anchored in Social Dar-
winism. Vom Bruch's investigation looked at the folkish nationalism of 
German Expressionists and suggested the artificiality of the commonly 
accepted distinctions between reactionary cultural criticism and the 
artistic avant-garde. In conclusion, he called for comparative studies on 
contemporaneous developments in other European countries. 

The second morning session opened with a paper by Professor Omer 
Bartov (Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey) with the title, 
"Defining Enemies, Making Victims: Germans, Jews, and the Holocaust." 
In it he described anti-Semitism as the glue holding together the 
ideological hodgepodge that was National Socialism. The regime strove 
to present the German nation as a victim, and Jews as the enemies who 
created that condition of victimhood for it. Responsibility for all the ills 
that beset Germany after World War I was laid at the door of the Jews. 
They were portrayed as mysteriously elusive enemies. Eastern Jews 
encountered during World War II visibly conformed to the stereotype in 
their dress and culture, but that only drove the Nazis to portray the Jews 
in Germany as more 
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threatening, because they were hiding behind a Westernized facade. 
Bartov stressed that "by definition, the elusive enemy can never dis-
appear. He is both necessary and ubiquitous, indestructible and pro-
tean." Not only were the Nazis committed to killing all the Jews, but 
National Socialism was "predicated on the assumption that there would 
always be more 'Jews' to kill." In a chilling statement, he noted that "the 
urge to cleanse society of all deformity and abnormality was truly a 
promise of perpetual destruction." In the quest for perfection, everyone 
was potentially tainted. Following defeat by the Allies in 1945, all 
Germans could feel victimized by the criminality of the Nazi regime, 
and Bartov suggested that postwar Germany strove to neutralize the 
memory of the Jews' destruction so as to ensure its own physical and 
psychological restoration. The German people as a whole had suffered 
from Nazi criminality. Just as the Nuremberg Laws had defined "Aryan" 
as "not Jewish," so now after the war, "German" was defined as "not 
Nazi." Professor Bartov then turned his attention to perceptions of the 
Holocaust in Israel, and discussed the impact of the Eichmann trial. In 
particular, he described the storm of criticism that followed Hannah 
Arendt's refusal to demonize the perpetrators and her identification of 
a fateful complicity of the victims in their own annihilation. In 
discussing tensions within Israel, he noted the use of anti-Semitic 
stereotypes by Zionists as a convenient image to describe the Arabs, 
and as a means to strengthen the legitimacy of modernized, western 
European Jewish culture against the inroads of eastern Sephardic 
values. Thus stereotypes were used by all sides in a variety of settings. 

An examination of an earlier period was offered by Professor Rudy 
Koshar (University of Wisconsin, Madison) in his paper, "A Consumable 
Past: Tourists' Handbooks and German 'Heritage'." His remarks were 
drawn from a wider study he is conducting on the changing relationship 
between consumer culture and public memory, focused on guidebooks 
from the 1880s to the 1930s. Baedeker, which quickly set the 
international standard for guidebooks, prided itself on its impartiality 
and boasted that it never accepted commercial advertisements. Yet its 
concisely detailed historical surveys, written by such scholars as 
Theodor Mommsen, were by no means neutral in their interpretation of 
the past. For one thing, there was a strong emphasis on political 
continuity. The Baedeker guides to Ber- 
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lin from 1878 to 1927 upheld a view of the city as very much the 
product of the history of the Prussian electors and the German kaisers. 
The guides for Saxony did the same for the "dazzling" court as Dresden. 
People and princes formed an indivisible unity that had coalesced to 
form the nation—thus ran the Reich patriotism of Baedeker. The 
Baedekers of the Weimar Republic did not ignore the political turmoil of 
the decade, noting the heavy street fighting in Berlin in 1919 and 
directing visitors to the villa and grave of the assassinated minister, 
Walther Rathenau. Yet violence and political discontinuities were kept 
in the background of a state-political history that was formulated as a 
source of continuity and affirmation. The unique inclusion by Baedeker 
of a separate index of artists in each guide reflected an emphasis on cul-
tural accomplishment that spoke to the historical traditions of the Bil-
dungsbürgertum and reinforced the idea of the cultural nation. The illu-
sion of social harmony was encouraged by such comments as that on 
the Krupp's housing settlements: "the arrangements made for the 
welfare of the employees are unsurpassed. Of the eight workers' 
colonies, that of Altenhof in Essen-Rüttenscheid is well worth visiting." 
A different focus emerged in some guidebooks of Nazi Germany. The 
1937 publication, Wir wandern durch das nationalsozialistische Berlin, 
provided a highly detailed, hagiographic tour of Stormtrooper history. 
Tourists were directed to dozens of sites where SA men had been killed, 
to the taverns that had served as SA-Sturmlokale, to the neighborhoods 
where street battles with the communists had occurred. The whole was 
spiced with anti-Semitic commentary. As Koshar noted: "Here the 
history of ordinary folk was put to the service of Nazi racism." Despite 
differences in approach, all the guidebooks discussed shared in the 
commodification of Germany, in the transformation of the past into a 
viable commercial product, identified and represented through specific 
forms of historical narration. The heritage industry had clearly iden-
tifiable and early roots. 

Tourism was also the focus of the next paper, by Professor Alon 
Confino (University of Virginia), under the title, "A Kind of Time 
Machine: Tourism, Experience, and Perceptions of the Past in Germany 
before 1914." He began by noting that it is fashionable to scoff at 
consumer culture and one of its major creations—tourism. He wished to 
take tourism seriously and to argue that consumer 
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culture enabled Germans to construct a common national past as a 
cultural commodity that conveyed a sense of national belonging. 
Professor Confino examined in detail some of the historical repre-
sentations in exhibitions on tourism. The well-attended International 
Travel and Tourism Exhibition in 1911 at the Berlin Zoo contained 
pavilions from the different German states. Württemberg featured 
historical interiors and folk costumes to convey a sense of Swabianness. 
The following year, the state mounted its own Swabian Exhibition for 
Travel and Tourism in Stuttgart, with similar but more extensive 
displays. The remarkable number of seventy thousand people visited 
the show, and sixty thousand copies of the accompanying catalogue 
were published. One of the organizers, Gustav Ströhmfeld, argued in his 
1911 essay, Aufgaben and Pflichten der Fremdenverkehrspflege, that the 
purpose of tourism was not simply economic. Rather, its very essence 
was the achievement of national integration and the raising of national 
consciousness. He deliberately sought an inner strengthening of the 
empire through the promotion of Heimatgefühle and nationale 
Zusammengehörigkeit. Local history museums, which flourished at this 
time, brought tourists "closer to the spirit of the past in an emotional 
way." It let them "experience the state of mind of old times." Tourism, in 
short, became a vehicle for inventing national origins. 

Professor Confino then turned to a historiographical consideration of 
the gap in the existing literature on these issues and advocated greater 
attention to the nexus of tourism, identity, and consumer culture. 
Further comments on the planned "Ossi" theme park near Berlin and the 
Walt Disney historical theme park in this country underlined the 
meaning attached to an "experience" of the past. Tourism, as a mode of 
transmission of culture, may be used to mitigate the rupture with the 
past and to make it more comprehensible. 

"How Memory Matters: Germany's Policy toward the European 
Union" was the title of a presentation from the perspective of political 
science by Professor Thomas Banchoff (Georgetown University). He 
pointed to the influence of historical memory on Chancellor Kohl, which 
appears particularly in his discourse on foreign policy issues. One of his 
central historical themes in the postunification era has been the claim 
that European unity represented "a question of war and peace," and he 
has developed this with references to both 
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the prewar and postwar periods. A criticism of the past is used to point 
up implications for the future. Kohl's view of Europe before 1945 has 
been marked by this unequivocal criticism. Without supranational 
institutions to restrain them, the European powers—and especially 
France and Germany—engaged in destructive national rivalries and 
repeated wars. The absence of firm alliances with western democracies 
drove Germany to engage in "see-saw politics" between East and West. 
Chancellor Kohl considers the onset of the integration in the 1950s as a 
decisive break with the destructive balance of power politics of the past. 
The founding of the European Coal and Steel Community in 1951 and 
the Treaty of Rome in 1957 were crucial in this respect. He has painted 
a broad line of progression from Adenauer to German unity, with West 
German strength and responsibility enabling the Allies to throw their 
support behind the plan for unification. The completed process of 
unification, Kohl goes on to assert, has created a momentum for deeper 
European integration. The success of Maastricht, he has argued, was 
imperative in order to prevent "a new version of a European concert in 
which one country plays first violin." German unity and European 
unification were, in another of his favorite phrases, "two sides of the 
same coin." Kohl sought to win support for his policies at home through 
the use of historical themes. It can also be said that his historical ideas 
provided a firm orientation for his policy amid an ambiguous post-1990 
European constellation. 

Overall, the symposium provided a splendidly varied insight into the 
uses of history in a number of vastly different contexts, from the 
Kaiserreich to the present day. Other historians from the Washington 
area, as well as members of the Institute, contributed to the lively 
discussions that accompanied each of the sessions. 

 Geoffrey J. Giles 
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Friends Dissertation Prize 

Part of the mission of the Friends of the German Historical Institute 
(FGHI) is to bring together German historians in the United States and 
the fellows and members of the GHI. This year the FGHI are undertaking 
a new initiative to recognize outstanding junior scholars who are not yet 
widely known, through a competition for the best doctoral dissertations 
in German history, German-American relations, or the history of 
Germans in North America. The two winners will be given the 
opportunity to present their research at the Annual Symposium of the 
Friends in November 1997 at the Institute. Their travel expenses will be 
covered and, in addition, there will be a modest cash prize. 

Application is through nomination by the supervisor of the dis-
sertation. In order to qualify, the candidate must have completed the 
doctoral dissertation in the two years preceding December 31, 1996, at 
a North American university. 

Professor Vernon Lidtke of the Department of History at The Johns 
Hopkins University has agreed to act as chair of the selection committee. 
Finalists were invited to send copies of their complete dissertation to 
the committee in April 1997, and it is expected that the winners will be 
announced in August 1997. 


