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The conference papers will be presented in a volume published by the German 

Historical Institute and Cambridge University Press. The comparison between the 

American Civil War and the German Wars of Unification was the first in a series of five 

biennial conferences planned by the Institute on "The United States and Germany. 

National Experience in the Age of Total War, 1861-1945." 

 Jörg Nagler 

B. "Culture and Politics in Germany in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries." 

Washington, D.C., May 8, 1992. Convener: Hartmut Lehmann. 

 

As its contribution to the festival "A Tribute to Germany" in Washington, D.C., the 

Institute organized a public symposium with generous support from the Goethe-Institut 

Washington. Hartmut Lehmann (German Historical Institute) gave an introduction, which 

provided an overview of the image of the relationship between German politics and 

culture. This picture was greatly influenced in the United States by various German 

refugees, such as the forty-eighters, who cherished their culture and revered certain 

"good" political leaders, but remained skeptical of German politics in general. Germany's 

neighbors perceived Germany in a similarly dualistic manner. 

Peter Jelavich (University of Texas) delivered the first lecture, the focus of which was 

on the metamorphosis of state censorship of the arts. Since Germany had experienced a 

variety of systems of leadership over the years, he argued, it was an ideal case to study. 

Beginning with Imperial Germany, Jelavich described the forms of censorship under each 

regime, as well as the consequences faced by those artists and writers who did not abide 

by the rules. He pointed out that limits on the freedom of expression, in one form or 

another, had always been present in Germany. These were usually based on restrictions 

imposed by previous governments, such as the Imperial Criminal Code that was upheld in 

Weimar Germany. Jelavich observed that it was learned as early as the 1920s that the 

more severely artists and writers were punished, the more publicized their controversial 

works became. However, when laws were relaxed, contentious works in literature and the 

arts would initially flourish, but the surge would later die down, and they had less of an 

impact on society. 
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Freedom of expression, Jelavich noted, was also restricted through the means of 

socialization, most notably in Nazi Germany and East Germany. Indoctrination and artist 

unions acted as "preliminary censors," which alleviated the need for formal censorship. 

"Watchdog roles" were assumed by private initiative or by "certain sycophantic 

individuals" who had high positions in cultural institutions. 

Even in West Germany in the 1960s and 1970s, cultural institutions were still strongly 

influenced by the state, although laws concerning censorship were not strictly enforced. 

Nevertheless, individuals who headed these institutions selected works deemed 

acceptable by those who held the purse strings. According to Jelavich, artists and writers 

had to take this reality into account-that is, if they sought work at or the support of a 

public grant through these institutions. 

In the second lecture of the conference, Fritz Ringer (University of Pittsburgh) spoke 

on "Thomas Mann's Modernist Conversion to Politics." This "reorientation," Ringer 

argued, was most evident when comparing the ideas contained in Reflections of an 

Unpolitical Man, written in 1918, to those set forth in The Magic Mountain, Doktor 

Faustus, and Mann's political essays, from which Ringer quoted extensively. Ringer 

noted that these latter publications exemplified German self-criticism and introspection, 

as well as Mann's embrace of Western ideals, which Mann had used to rectify the 

"problematic position he had taken in his Reflections of an Unpolitical Man." 

Ringer went on to explain how, as an orthodox mandarin intellectual who turned 

modernist, it was Mann's shift to politics that demonstrated a "broader intellectual 

transformation" that had proudly altered the relationship between culture and politics in 

twentieth-century Germany. 

Claudia Koonz (Duke University) provided a comment on the two lectures, in which 

she focused on "Culture, Politics, and the Censor." She pointed out the dualities inherent 

in the topic of the symposium—for example, free versus censored, political versus 

nonpolitical, and traditional versus modernist—and attempted to clarify the ambiguities 

explicit in these dualities. Koonz reminded the audience that censors themselves were 

just acting in the public interest; they were not necessarily carrying out their own political 

agendas. Furthermore, she observed, modern times had seen the rise of a "new 

phenomenon," that is, attacks on artists used to mobilize political forces. One example of 

this was the Degenerate Art exhibit staged by the Nazis. In closing, Koonz commented on 

the aspect that artists could never really separate themselves from the realm of politics 

and may even have an influence 
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on it, as was the case, for example, with Marlene Dietrich and Thomas Mann. 

In the final comment of the session, Frank Trommler (University of Pennsylvania) 

questioned Ringer's use of the term "modernist" to describe German academics at a time 

when they were reluctant to embrace Western democracy. The mandarins only eventually 

compromised with the capitalistic, consumption-oriented system that entered their 

society. This approach, Trommler stated, although it might "reflect certain American 

concepts of modernity," was really "quite reductionist." He suggested that architects, 

designers, and scientists had also contributed substantially to the changing general 

Haltung toward life in early twentieth-century Germany. Furthermore, Trommler 

indicated that younger, postwar writers like Heinrich Böll, Siegfried Lenz, and Günter 

Grass struggled to "articulate their very own experience of Nazism and war" and "insisted 

on a point zero of their literary practice." In contrast, Mann's critique of his homeland, he 

argued, served as the closing of one era rather than as the starting point for a new one. 

The papers and comments will be published as the eighth issue in the Institute's 

Occasional Papers series. 

 Janine Micunek 

C. "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, D.C., June 6-9, 

1992. Conveners: Robert Jütte and Norbert Finzsch. 

The conference, which was co-sponsored by the Institute for the History of Medicine of 

the Robert Bosch Foundation in Stuttgart, brought together scholars from six different 

countries. By including historians, psychologists, sociologists, and penologists, it 

encouraged interdisciplinary as well as comparative cooperation. The conveners divided 

the conference into six sections, which structured the general topic along diachronic and 

comparative lines. 

After introductory remarks by Hartmut Lehmann (Washington, D.C.), the conference 

got under way with a session chaired by Colin Jones (Exeter, Great Britain) on "The 

History of Ideas and its Relevance for a History of Confinement." Martin Dinges 

(Stuttgart), Robert Gellately (London, Ontario), Monika Leppelt (Hamburg), and 

Gerlinda Smaus 


