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"fictionalized" as text) to demonstrate the interrelationship between orality 

and textuality in the construction of the past. 

 Patrick J. Geary 

 

 

"Republicanism and Liberalism in America and the German States, 

1750-1850." 

 

Madison, Wisconsin, October 3-6, 1996. Cosponsored by the Thyssen 

Foundation. Conveners: Peter Becker, Jürgen Heideking, James Henretta, 

and John Kaminski. 

 

This conference brought together more than thirty scholars from the United 

States and Germany. The participants engaged in a lively discussion of 

comparative approaches to the study of republicanism and liberalism, 

reaching far beyond constitutional and political history. The event was 

organized in collaboration with the Department of Anglo-American History 

at the University of Cologne, the Department of History at the University of 

Maryland at College Park, the State Historical Society of Wisconsin, and the 

Max Kade Institute in Madison. 

The conveners invited representatives of a wide variety of historical 

specialties with the aim of fostering a new understanding of the role that 

republicanism and liberalism played in the formation of America and the 

German states. The conference program reflected the conviction that 

American constitutional history, social and intellectual history, as well as 

political science and religious history all need to be taken into account in 

order to gain a full understanding of the political, economic, and social 

processes that shaped the United States and the individual states in Germany 

as they approached the nineteenth century. 

In his keynote lecture, entitled "'Wir nennen es Gemeinsinn': Republic 

and Republicanism in German Political Debates in the Nineteenth Century," 

Rudolf Vierhaus (Max-Planck-Institut, Göttingen) analyzed meanings of the 

term "republicanism" peculiar to Germany. He pointed out that, across the 

political spectrum, this concept had been associated with public spirit rather 

than with a specific type of 
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government. Therefore, it was seen as something that had to be fostered 

within the German citizenry in order to build a critical mass toward the 

reform of the political system. With his approach, Vierhaus succeeded in 

identifying a substantial difference between German and Anglo-Saxon 

concepts of citizenship, which he sees as being closely linked to the German 

approach to republicanism. The persona of the law-abiding, mature, and very 

loyal citizen—that is, one who embodies Gemeinsinn—remains an integral 

part of the German political system. 

The meanings of republicanism in political thought were again addressed 

in the first session, "Intellectual Aspects of Republicanism." Hans E. 

Bödeker (Max-Planck-Institut, Göttingen) located the meaning of "republic" 

within a wider German political discourse in the second half of the 

eighteenth century. Paul A. Rahe (Yale University/Oklahoma State 

University) traced republicanism through the political discourse of the 

Western world, paying special attention to the use of this concept by 

Montesquieu. Otto Dann (University of Cologne) then discussed the place of 

Kant's usage of the term in German political thought. 

In the second session on "State Formation in the Eighteenth Century," 

three case studies explored the use and instrumental value of republicanism 

and liberalism. Willi Paul Adams (Free University, Berlin) examined the 

early American state constitutions and analyzed them as authentic 

documents of the American commitment to republicanism. A. Gregg Roeber 

(Penn. State University) used a comparative approach to bring in 

ecclesiastical components of the political discourse and to look at the 

institutional settings and discursive reflection on poor relief systems. 

Stephan Wolf (University of Mannheim) used a biographical approach to 

analyze the career and writings of Abraham Yates, Jr. 

The focus of the third session, entitled "The Rise of Liberalism," shifted 

toward the early nineteenth century with a discussion of institutional, social, 

and political contexts of the rise of this political ideology in Germany and in 

America. Using the tools of biographical and institutional history, Barbara 

Vogel (University of Hamburg) highlighted the relevance of liberal concepts 

for setting the bureau- 
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cratic agenda between 1810 and 1814. Jonathan Knudsen (Wellesley 

College) pursued these issues further by researching the ways in which 

liberals in Berlin tried to find their niche within an emerging culture of 

illiberalism and how they tried to uphold a positive tradition in the 

bureaucratic reform movement. From a microanalytical perspective, Robert 

E. Shalhope (University of Oklahoma) looked at the ways in which two 

groups with different socioeconomic and cultural profiles shaped the 

political life in a Vermont township. 

On the basis of thematic case studies, the next three sessions looked at 

the ways in which gender studies, economic theory, and cultural studies 

might enrich the reconstruction of liberalism and republicanism as more than 

mere political concepts. In "Gender and Ideology," Vera Nünning 

(University of Cologne) and Rosemarie Zagarri (George Mason University) 

questioned the exclusive link between male writings and the promotion of 

republican and liberal ideas. In "Politics and Sentiment: Catherine 

Macaulay's Republicanism," Nünning presented Macaulay as a successful 

historian, political writer, and activist involved in the improvement of 

women's position in society. Zagarri presented a similar line of argument in 

her paper on "Mercy Otis Warren's Jeffersonian Republicanism," in which 

she argued that her female hero was a successful historian and political 

writer. This thesis was based on Warren's claim for a new role for women in 

a republic, one founded on a classical republicanism that was informed by 

liberal ideas and was melded with notions derived from the Scottish 

enlightenment. 

The session on "Dimensions of Political Philosophy" explored the 

discourses on race, money, and sexuality and their relevance for an 

understanding of the politics of liberalism vis-à-vis their conservative 

counterparts. Isabel V. Hull (Cornell University) analyzed the hegemony of 

early liberal thought over fundamental conceptions of civil society by 

looking at its influence on conservative ideology. She used the issue of 

sexuality as her main focus, as it was intertwined with the debate on the 

nature of civil society. Michael O'Malley (George Mason University) 

explored the hidden meanings of the discourse on the value of money in 

American classical liberal thought. His main argument pointed out that 

essentialist arguments closely 
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linked the issue of money to racial discrimination on a metaphorical basis. 

Amy Dru Stanley (University of Chicago) united these strands—sexuality, 

race, and the marketplace—by arguing that the highly gendered and 

emotionally loaded discourse of the  movement underscored the idea that 

ownership of another human being contradicted the liberal principles 

governing the political discourse of the time.  

The session on "Legal and National Identity" featured two papers that 

adopted a comparative approach. When Jürgen Heideking (University of 

Cologne) looked at "Festive Culture and National Identity in America and 

Germany, 1760-1860," he noticed an intriguing paradox: that Americans 

celebrated national holidays but failed to preserve a unifying festive culture, 

whereas Germans, with different political views, tried to construct a German 

nation on a symbolic level through festivals and celebrations. The 

celebrations of Germany and America were, however, dominated by their 

regional, decentralized nature, which permitted their adaptation to represent 

a variety of objectives. Robert J. Steinfeld (State University of New York, 

Buffalo) traced the different choices that were made in Germany, England, 

and America to implement free markets and liberal ideas, while 

simultaneously preventing workers from leaving their workplace on their 

own volition, especially before the expiration of a formal labor contract. 

The final session, which dealt with "Political Ideology in the Nineteenth 

Century," returned to issues of politics and constitutionality. Paul Nolte 

(University of Bielefeld) undertook the ambitious project of establishing a 

generalized framework for a comparison between the development of 

American and German political parties in the second quarter of the 

nineteenth century. Jacob Katz Cogan (Princeton University) revisited the 

issue of the American constitution. He looked at the difficulties facing 

legislators dealing with the popular sovereignty clause as soon as it no 

longer referred simply to a corporate people but had to be defined in more 

concrete terms. In a biographical and regional study, James Henretta 

(University of Maryland, College Park) traced the replacement of the 

republican establishment by a liberal, democratic one. The latter, however, 

had 
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to face another challenge precisely at its moment of triumph; namely, the 

emergence of an immigrant society divided by class. 

The proceedings of the conference will be published in a volume of the 

Institute's series with Cambridge University Press. 

 Peter Becker 


