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II. The German Historical Institute in Washington, 1987-1993: A 

Retrospective by Hartmut Lehmann 

At the age of six, in most countries, children enter school. Although they are 

then taught systematically those skills they will need as adults, no one would 

call them adults. When talking about a research institute, however, one 

should not compare its age and achievements with those of the human life 

cycle. If begun with vigor, a six-year-old research institute should no longer 

be a beginner learning basic skills. Still, it would be quite wrong to assume 

that the full potential of a research institute in the humanities could be 

reached after a period-a life span, so to speak-of only six years. In the 

following pages, I will discuss what the German Historical Institute has 

accomplished since its beginning in 1987; what we tried to achieve but were 

unable to complete; and what appear to be, at least in my view, projects 

worth pursuing in the next few years. 

 

I. 

First, I am very pleased to report that we were able to follow through with 

most of the program that I had outlined in the first issue of the Institute's 

Bulletin (Fall 1987). Providing services—that is, answering requests for 

information (the first point in my list of possible tasks)—has been and still is 

one of the main activities of the Institute. In order to improve the flow of 

information, we created a series of reference guides. Four of these guides 

have appeared in print so far; three (the first, on research facilities of interest 

to historians and political scientists in the Washington metropolitan area; the 

other two, revised and updated versions of the German American 

Scholarship Guide for Historians and Social Scientists and the Guide to 

Inventories and Finding Aids of German Archives at the German Historical 

Institute) are forthcoming. Within six years, our library has grown to over 

fourteen thousand volumes, most of which are recent publications on 

modern German history. Furthermore, the Institute subscribes to more than 

two hundred historical journals and periodicals, including the Zeitschriften 

für Landesgeschichte, which I had also mentioned in 1987. 

Within the Washington metropolitan area, the Institute's spring and fall 

lecture series have been widely accepted, particularly by specialists in 

German history, but also by a wider public interested in German- 
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American relations and in German and American history. Attendance at the 

lectures has been growing constantly since the spring of 1988, when we 

organized the first lecture series. The Spring Lecture Series 1993 was 

concluded by Klemens von Kiemperer, who spoke on "Beyond Luther? 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer and the Resistance against National Socialism." This 

lecture was attended by well over one hundred people. Over the past six 

years, we have also been able to organize a fair number of workshops and 

discussions. 

As the Institute's activities gained momentum, interest in the Bulletin 

grew as well. Of the twelfth issue, published in spring 1993, three thousand 

copies were printed, twenty-five hundred of which were sent to regular 

subscribers. 

The Institute's publications program has grown into several branches: an 

English-language series, published by Cambridge University Press, New 

York; a series of monographs in German, published by Franz Steiner Verlag 

Stuttgart; the Annual Lecture Series, published by Berg Publishers, 

Oxford/Providence; and a series of occasional papers. As far as we can tell, 

interest in our publications is strong. In each of the series, new pieces are 

forthcoming, while others are being prepared for publication. 

Between 1988 and 1993, we were able to organize or co-sponsor no less 

than twenty-nine conferences, most of which took place in Washington, 

D.C., and at other locations in the United States; one met in Canada, and five 

were held in Germany. In most cases, the Institute was able to cooperate 

with other institutions (both American and German), which also supplied 

some of the necessary financial support. Looking back, the discussions with 

American colleagues about topics and possible participants at the 

conferences we planned were most rewarding, and I hope these scholars feel 

the same. Of course, of the potential conference topics mentioned in the first 

issue of the Bulletin, not all materialized. Going over the ones that we did 

put on, however, I am surprised to find how much ground we were able to 

cover in the relatively short period of six years. Let me list here the themes 

of the Institute's conferences from 1988 to 1993:  

1. "German-Speaking Refugee Historians in the United States,1933-1970s" 

(Washington, DC, 1988). 

2. "A Framework for Democracy: Forty Years of Experience with the 

Grundgesetz of the Federal Republic of Germany" (Philadelphia, 1989). 
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3. "Genoa/Rapallo and the Reconstruction of Europe, 1922" (Washington, 

DC, 1989). 

4. "Emigration and Settlement Patterns of German Communities in North 

America" (New Harmony, PA, 1989). 

5. "Women in Postwar Germany: Culture, Society, and Politics" (Raleigh, 

NC, 1989). 

6. "American Policy toward Germany, 1949–1955" (Marburg, 1989). 7. 

"1949-1989: The Federal Republic of Germany as History" (Cambridge, 

MA, 1989). 

8. "Paths of Continuity: Central European Historiography from the 1930s 

through the 1950s" (Atlanta, 1990). 

9. "Elections, Mass Politics, and Social Change in Germany, 1890–1933" 

(Toronto, 1990). 

10. "Max Weber's The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism 

Reconsidered" (Washington, DC, 1990). 

11. "Mutual Influences on Education: Germany and the United States. 

German Influences on Education in the United States to 1917" (Madison, 

WI, 1990). 

12. "The Reformation in Germany and Europe: Interpretations and Issues" 

(Washington, DC, 1990). 

13. "Holocaust and Shilumim: The Policy of Wiedergutmachung in the 

Early 1950s" (New York, 1991). 

14. "In and Out of the Ghetto: Jewish-Gentile Relations in Late Medieval 

and Early Modern Germany" (Los Angeles, 1991). 

15. "Chosen People Themes in Western Nationalist Movements, 1880–

1920" (Washington, DC, 1991). 

16. "Continental European Migration and Transcontinental Migration to 

North America" (Bremerhaven, 1991). 

17. "Political Philosophy: The Influence of German Emigrants on American 

and German Political Thought after World War II" (Boulder, CO, 1991). 

18. "Women in the Emigration after 1933" (Washington, DC, 1991). 19. "On 

the Road to Total War: The American Civil War and the German Wars of 

Unification, 1861–1871" (Washington, DC, 1992).  

20. "Culture and Politics in Germany in the 19th and 20th Centuries" 

(Washington, DC, 1992). 

21. "The Prerogative of Confinement: Social, Cultural, Political, and 

Administrative Aspects of the History of Hospitals and Carceral and 

Penal Institutions in Western Europe and North America, 1500–1900" 

(Washington, DC, 1992). 
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22. "Mutual Influences on Education: Germany and the United States in the 

20th Century" (Tübingen, 1992). 

23. "Peopling the New World: The Transfer of Ideas, Customs, and Social 

Institutions from Central Europe to the Middle Colonies in the 17th and 

18th Centuries" (University Park, PA, 1992). 

24. "Germany and the West in the 19th and 20th Centuries: Transatlantic 

Relationships" (Lübeck, 1992). 

25. "Begriffsgeschichte" (Washington, DC, 1992). 

26. "The Growth of Aggressive Nationalism: Foreigners and Anti-Foreigner 

Attitudes in Germany" (Washington, DC, 1993). 

27. "Mutual Images and Multiple Implications: American Views of 

Germany and German Views of America from the 18th to the 20
th
 

Centuries" (Kalamazoo, MI, 1993). 

28. "The Spirit of Heidelberg and the Future of Germany in 1945" 

(Heidelberg, 1993). 

29. "German-American Colloquium on German Medieval History" (Notre 

Dame, IN, 1993). 

Furthermore, during the summer of 1993, six more conferences that the 

Institute will sponsor or co-sponsor were planned and are being organized 

for the fall of this year and for 1994. 

In connection with the Institute's conferences, several hundred historians 

and a substantial number of political scientists from the United States and 

Germany, as well as from other countries, such as Canada, Great Britain, 

France, Italy, the Netherlands, Austria, Switzerland, Russia, and Israel, have 

been directly involved in the Institute's work, thus widening the scope of our 

activities and giving our enterprise a truly international character. 

Let me briefly mention what has become of the other matters I identified 

in 1987 as tasks of the Institute:  

—For the Institute's Annual Lecture, we have been able to attract first-rate 

scholars as speakers and commentators. As mentioned above, these lectures, 

along with the comments, are published in our Annual Lecture Series. 

—The Institute's Summer Program, which consists of a course in German 

handwriting and a tour of German archives and is funded by the Volkswagen 

Foundation, has elicited a wide response. - We have also received excellent 

applications both for our dissertation scholarships and our post-doctoral 

research grants in post-World War II German history (the latter is financed 

by the Volkswagen Foundation and is jointly administered by the American 

Institute for Contem- 
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porary German Studies). In both programs, many highly interesting topics 

have been and continue to be researched. A number of the dissertations that 

we supported have been completed and have appeared in print. 

—In the first few years, individual research projects undertaken by research 

fellows of the Institute spanned a wide range of topics. Since 1991, however, 

on the basis of a resolution by the Institute's Academic Advisory Council, 

we have attempted, with some success, to support above all research projects 

dealing with either nineteenth-century American history with a special 

emphasis on social and cultural issues, or twentieth-century German history 

in the international context. It is somewhat difficult to evaluate the 

significance of the research carried out at the Institute and the recognition it 

has received. On the one hand, only a few projects have been completed so 

far (Edgcomb, Epstein, Quack), while others are still underway. On the other 

hand, since 1987 four of the Institute's fellows have been appointed to 

professorships at German universities (Rupieper, Heideking, Förster, 

Finzsch), and two attained positions at American universities (Ledford, 

Schissler). 

In addition to financial support granted by the Volkswagen Foundation, 

specific projects were also generously funded by the Deutsche Forschungs-

gemeinschaft, the Goethe Haus New York, the Goethe-Institut Washington, 

DC, the Friedrich Naumann Foundation, the Friedrich Ebert Foundation, the 

Robert Bosch Foundation, the Gerda Henkel Foundation, the Fritz Thyssen 

Foundation, and the Stifterverband für die deutsche Wissenschaft. 

It is not up to me to evaluate to what extent we were able to cooperate 

successfully with American historians. However, I do hope that our Amer-

ican colleagues know that I have tried to reach out to them: to intensify the 

exchange of ideas with them and to engage them in projects of mutual 

interest. One thing I cannot deny is that I was sometimes troubled by the 

discrepancy between the sheer size of the American historical profession and 

the very limited capacity of the German Historical Institute. This is not to 

say that I became discouraged; but even though we tried very hard, much of 

what we did must have appeared eclectic and not comprehensive, more 

sporadic than systematic. For example, if we concluded, after a successful 

conference with American partners that this cooperation should be continued 

in the not-too-distant future, such a plan was difficult for us to pursue; as we 

knew only too well, there were so many other places with highly competent 

historians also willing to work with us. 
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II. 

In addition to the plans outlined in 1987, we were able to initiate and realize, 

or at least become involved with, several matters that are worth mentioning. 

With the help of the Stifterverband für die deutsche Wissenschaft, for 

example, we established a special lecture series in the field of contemporary 

history and political science: the annual Alois Mertes Memorial Lecture. The 

young scholar chosen to give the lecture is also awarded a grant. Just as we 

did for our Annual Lecture Series, we decided to alternate German and 

American speakers each year. In 1993 the Third Alois Mertes Memorial 

Lecture was delivered by Ludger Kühnhardt of Freiburg University. 

In cooperation with the newly established Goethe Institute in Wash-

ington, DC, we organized several exhibitions. The most conspicuous of 

these were Henry Ries's photographs of post-1945 Berlin, an exhibition on 

White Rose, and portraits of Jewish emigrants by Herlinde Koelbl. 

More than one could have envisaged in 1987, we have been able to 

conceive of and hold conferences in the field of comparative transatlantic 

history. We expect that special insights may be gained particularly from the 

series of conferences on "The German and the American National 

Experience in the Age of Total War." For the first conference in this series, 

which compared the American Civil War to the German Wars of 

Unification, we were able to assemble American historians of American 

history and German historians of German history; in short, we brought 

together members of the two professions who did not know each other and 

had not before read each others' publications. To witness their encounter and 

to listen to their discussions proved to be a highly rewarding experience. The 

second conference of the series, dealing with the United States and Germany 

in the Age of Imperialism, 1880-1914, will be held in Augsburg in 1994. 

Furthermore, we started a program of editing sources in German history 

that are located in American archives and libraries. The first project, a 

critical edition of the diaries of the Moravian missionary David Zeisberger, 

is about to be completed. This program should be continued and expanded. 

As the director of the Institute, I received an increasing number of re-

quests for evaluations from American institutions concerning applications 

for scholarships or fellowships, the publication of manuscripts, and the 

hiring or promotion of historians in German history. For me, this was not a 

time-consuming Nebentätigkeit but a most encouraging sign 
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that our work and, equally important, our advice was being recognized as 

valid. 

It was also very rewarding to see that once we had moved into a building 

of our own, the Institute was used as a meeting place by our American 

colleagues for a wide variety of projects: book presentations, oral history 

interviews, and special lectures and seminars. Through all of this, I could see 

that the Institute had become a home also for members of the American 

historical profession. Both American and German visitors were very pleased 

with the pictures adorning the Institute's walls: portrait photographs of 

eminent refugee historians and photographs of post-1945 Berlin. 

 

III. 

There were, however, some areas in which we were not able to obtain the 

results for which we had once hoped. Some of these matters are marginal, 

others are more important. I mention them because these efforts reflect some 

of the difficulties we encountered that we were not able to overcome. 

For example, we were not able to come up with a convincing solution for 

a logo for the Institute. Something like a combination of the German and 

American flags seemed too simple and not connected to our specific task; 

taking a symbol of Washington, such as the silhouette of the Capitol 

building, seemed like appropriating an image that was not ours; a picture of 

the Institute's entrance door would have been unrecognizable to a person 

who had never been there before; nor did we want to imitate the London 

institute, which uses a sketch of its building. In the end, after long 

discussions, we had to realize that there is a shortage of strong, self-evident 

symbols of equal value to American and German scholars, representing their 

values, their partnership, and cooperation. 

We also invested considerable effort in two other projects that, in the end, 

we were not able to bring to fruition because of a lack of funds: the English 

translation and publication of recent German historical scholarship and the 

organization of workshops for German and American doctoral students in 

German history. With regard to the translation project, we discussed several 

possibilities, including the publication of a yearbook consisting of a rep-

resentative selection of recent articles by German historians, and the 

necessity of translating important recent monographs. Finally, the plan we 

considered most effective in terms of what we wanted to achieve-namely, to 

introduce recent German research to American scholars in history, political 

science, international 
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relations, etc., who do not read German-was to produce a series of readers 

containing the translations of select recent articles written by German 

scholars on specific problems or on a specific time period. Some suitable 

topics could have been the Kaiserreich, Weimar, the Third Reich, post-war 

Germany, or German Bürgertum, Aufklärung, Arbeiterklasse, Unter-

schichten. We are still convinced that such volumes would be very useful in 

teaching undergraduate courses in German and European history as well as 

graduate seminars on a variety of historical topics. We had planned that one 

German and one American historian would be responsible as editors for each 

volume. American publishers had shown interest in the project, provided 

that the costs of translation would be covered. But the Institute's budget 

could not accommodate these expenses, and so the idea did not progress. 

The foundations we approached for help were ready to support the publi-

cation of one or two volumes, but they did not want to commit themselves to 

supporting the publication of an entire series, even though all of them 

praised the merits of the project. In the end, I had the impression that 

granting money to support translations from German into English is 

something not spectacular enough to compete with other projects that 

foundations are asked to fund. 

For the workshops for German and American doctoral students in 

German history, we had developed the following plan: Each year a group of 

eight to ten German and eight to ten American doctoral students working in 

a given area (such as the Kaiserreich, the Weimar Republic, the Third Reich, 

post-1945 Germany) would meet in the Institute in Washington for two 

weeks for an intensive exchange of ideas. A different area of research would 

be chosen each year. Under the leadership of a German and an American 

expert, the students would report on their doctoral projects, discuss problems 

of mutual interest, and thus learn from each other. I believe that these 

workshops would also serve as a means of creating a transatlantic network 

of the next generation of German and American historians in German 

history. It is my hope that the Institute will be able to implement this project 

in the next few years. 

In other areas of our work, we achieved only limited success. For 

example, from early on, I tried to establish a post-doctoral research program. 

The idea was that, in addition to the Institute's research fellows (who work at 

the Institute, as a rule, for a period of three years), American and German 

historians and political scientists would join the Institute for a period of three 

to nine months in order to pursue 
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their research projects. While there are some funds in the Institute's budget 

to support the research of doctoral candidates, it does not provide for post-

doctoral research, and it was extremely difficult to find outside assistance for 

that purpose. Finally, in 1990, the Volkswagen Foundation, in a program 

that we have administered together with the American Institute for 

Contemporary German Studies, granted support for three scholars to do 

research in post-World War II German history. We are very grateful to the 

Volkswagen Foundation for this help. At the same time, the task of finding 

funds for post-doctoral research in areas other than post-World War II 

German history remains. 

Another matter in which we were only partially successful was in 

supporting some of those German historians and political scientists who 

wanted to give lectures or spend a year teaching at American colleges and 

universities. Of course, many did not need our help because they were very 

well "connected" anyway. But for those who did ask for our support, it was 

sometimes difficult to come up with a workable solution. 

Perhaps by 1993, the Institute's assistance has become less important in 

some of these areas than it appeared a few years ago because of other 

programs that have been established recently. The Centers for German and 

European Studies at Berkeley, Harvard, and Georgetown support post-

doctoral research, for example, as do the Humboldt Foundation and the 

research initiative jointly sponsored by the ACLS and the DAAD, New 

York. With the help of some of these programs, quite a few German scholars 

are brought over to the United States. We applaud these new opportunities 

for scholars on both sides of the Atlantic who want to intensify contacts and 

further the exchange of ideas. 

 

IV 

If I continue to list some matters that may be of interest to the Institute in the 

years to come, it should not be misunderstood as an attempt to influence my 

successor's agenda. I know very well that there are so many valid 

opportunities for an Institute of this kind that any one director is unable to 

conceive of all of them (and certainly to carry out all of them in a limited 

number of years). Therefore, every new director should, and will, add new 

components, stress new topics, and also involve a new group of American 

colleagues. As long as it is the rule that the position of director is not a 

permanent one, as is the case for the German Historical Institutes in London 

and in Washington, the change of leadership can and should be used for 

further growth and substantive innovation. With this in mind, let me mention 

a few areas 
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that I would have wanted to develop if I had had the opportunity to stay in 

Washington a few years longer. 

As mentioned before, after consultations with its Academic Advisory 

Council, the Institute has attempted to focus research in two areas: 

nineteenth-century American history with an emphasis on social and cultural 

issues and twentieth-century German history in the international context. We 

have thus constructed what I would call two rather broad roofs under which 

a variety of projects can be assembled. I would argue, however, that this is 

only the first step in the right direction and that the Institute should take 

decisive further steps in focusing its research. I do not want to outline 

specific topics in this report, but I know that there are large holdings of 

archival material concerning, for example, German-American affairs that 

could be looked at systematically by groups of researchers whose 

collaboration could produce significant new insights. 

Let me mention another point: While we offer, with considerable success, 

a summer program for American and German students in German history, 

we have yet to conceive of and carry out a similar program for German 

students in American history. Of course, it would be wrong to simply copy 

our present summer program and invite German students to learn to read 

colonial American handwriting. Also, by and large, American archives and 

research libraries are so well organized that German students who want to 

work in them need no special introduction. Nonetheless, most German 

students in American history, even if they receive a scholarship to the United 

States, get to know only a very limited part of this country's society, culture, 

and politics. Some years ago, Hartmut Keil very successfully led an 

excursion on which he introduced a group of students from Munich and 

Leipzig to the institutions, leaders, and problems of black America. In my 

view, this tour may be understood as a pilot program for something well 

worth pursuing. Similar excursions for German students in American history 

could be organized by the Institute to explore themes, regions, or both. 

Finally, the Institute might take the initiative to produce a comprehensive 

handbook of German-American relations from the seventeenth to the 

twentieth centuries. At the moment, we have a number of short, simplified 

accounts of this crucial relationship but no reference works that in any way 

reflect the results of historical scholarship of the past few decades. Anyone 

working in this field knows how much there is to be compiled, analyzed, and 

described in such areas as migration and 
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demographic patterns; religion and education; economic and social 

structures; "high culture" (intellectual ties and the arts) and "low culture" 

(everyday life); the various regions of both central Europe and North 

America; insight and prejudice; hopes, visions, anxieties, and 

misunderstandings; political conflict and political cooperation. Doubtless, 

both specialists and a wider public could make good use of such a handbook. 

Moreover, after the publication of a comprehensive version, one could start 

thinking of how to produce an abbreviated account or how to incorporate the 

main results in school textbooks. Given the sheer amount of important 

research going on now, I would think that it takes the capacity of a research 

institute to evaluate and assemble that which is significant for the German-

American story that needs to be told. 

 

V. 

This report would not be complete without thanking all of those to whom I 

am deeply indebted for their support: the chairs and members of the 

Institute's Academic Advisory Council and the Institute's Board of Trustees; 

the representatives of the foundations that gave us special support; the 

German embassy in Washington, D.C., and the German Ministry for 

Research and Technology in Bonn; my old American friends (from UCLA 

in 1968, the University of Chicago in 1968-69, Princeton in 1973-74 and 

1984, and Harvard in 1986-87); and those whom I would like to call my new 

American friends: the members of the Conference Group for Central 

European History, the German Studies Association, and the Society for 

German-American Studies (some of whom formed the Friends of the 

German Historical Institute), and the members of the Washington-based 

German History Seminar. Furthermore, I would like to give special thanks to 

some of my German colleagues: those at Kiel, especially my former 

Assistenten, who had to carry an extra load because I was on leave for so 

long, and those from the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Amerikastudien, whose 

support and advice was most valuable. Last but not least, I would like to 

thank the Institute's staff, without whose assistance this venture could not 

have flourished. My deepest gratitude goes to my family. Silke, Felix, and 

Lukas sometimes succeeded in convincing me that there is more to 

Washington than just the Institute's affairs and a seemingly endless sequence 

of work. For the years to come, I wish the Institute and all who are involved 

in its activities the very best. 


