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OLAF BLASCHKE, Verleger machen Geschichte: Buchhandel und Histo -
ri ker seit 1945 im deutsch–britischen Vergleich, Moderne Zeit: Neue For -
schungen zur Gesellschafts- und Kulturgeschichte des 19. und 20.
Jahr hunderts, 22 (Göttingen: Wallstein Verlag, 2010), 667 pp. ISBN 978
3 8353 0757 5. €48.00

Olaf Blaschke’s research monograph analyses an under-researched
area in the history of historiography: the relations between publish-
ing houses and the production of historical knowledge. The underly-
ing assumption of the book is that the making of history cannot be
explained by developments within the historical profession alone.
Blaschke focuses on how agents external to the historical profession
influenced the writing and publishing of historical knowledge. The
book deals with one of the key intermediary institutions between
professional historians on the one hand and the scholarly and gener-
al public on the other. Indeed, it argues convincingly that publishers
were more than simply ‘mediators’ between historians and the pub-
lic. By using Bourdieu’s concept of the field, Blaschke shows that
publishers had a considerable impact on the constitution of the field
of professional history and the historical knowledge it produced. But
he is not merely interested in reconstructing the unidirectional influ-
ence publishers had on the production of history. Instead he seeks to
analyse the complex relationship between publishers and historians
within a shared social space.

The first two chapters of the book prepare the ground by outlin-
ing how publishing houses and the historical professions developed
in twentieth-century Britain and Germany. The following two chap-
ters begin to bring the two fields together by exploring the structural
conditions for publishing history books. Largely based on quantita-
tive data, chapter three reconstructs how the publishing market for
history books developed in West Germany and Britain after 1945. In
chapter four, Blaschke moves on to delineate the field of publishing
houses which engaged in publishing history books. 

The remaining four chapters analyse the various and multi-
faceted relationships between individual publishers and historians.
The first of these examines the different motivations and strategies
publishers pursued in their professional activity. Blaschke down-
plays the significance of purely commercial interests and instead
highlights the role of publishers as intermediaries, gatekeepers, ini-
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tiators of new research, or even missionaries for particular approach-
es. In chapter six he turns the tables to look at how historians, as part
of their publication strategies, spent considerable time finding suit-
able and reputable publishers. The choice of a particular publisher
was rarely accidental. On the contrary, Blaschke demonstrates that
historians pursued distinct strategies to find the publisher who best
served their professional interests, even if this act of strategizing was
not necessarily a conscious one. They often looked for a publisher
with a reputation that corresponded to their own scholarly reputa-
tion and their desired position in the historical profession. Chapter
seven analyses how publishers shaped individual history books at
various stages in the publishing process and how they therefore
influenced historical scholarship. The final chapter argues that pub-
lishers played a significant part in supporting new historical journals
or in shaping the direction of existing ones.

One of the many fascinating discussions in the book, and perhaps
its most innovative part, is the analysis of how West German pub-
lishers positioned themselves within the social space of history book
publishing (chapter four). Blaschke designs a two-dimensional
matrix to map the position of individual publishers in the field that
takes into account both the reputation of a publishing house and its
political and intellectual orientation. This reconstruction of the field
enables Blaschke to show the significant transformation that occur -
red in the world of publishing in the late 1960s and early 1970s.
During this time the Göttingen-based publisher Vandenhoeck & Rup -
recht strategically shifted its position in the field and emerged as the
leading publisher of ‘critical’ and ‘progressive’ history associated
with a more left-leaning political stance. This shift in its intellectual
and political orientation was accompanied by a significant gain in
reputation. As Blaschke convincingly shows, the publisher con-
tributed significantly to the institutionalization of the new social his-
tory in West Germany, while its reputation also benefited from the
growth to prominence of the so-called Bielefeld School. 

The comparative focus of the book, although it seems to pay more
attention to Germany than Britain, allows Blaschke to draw some
interesting conclusions about national, in particular German, peculi-
arities. For example, German publishing houses were more prone to
identify with a particular political tendency than their British coun-
terparts. German historians often even selected their publisher on the
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basis not only of reputation but also of political orientation.
Publishing practices in West Germany there fore tended to reflect and
reinforce the formation of different schools of historical thought.

Blaschke’s study is a valuable contribution to the new history of
historiography that moves away from studying the rise and fall of
historiographical paradigms. It seeks to contextualize what histori-
ans (and publishers) do and to explain why certain interpretations of
history emerge and prevail while others disappear. The particular
value of this study is its focus on an agent that, despite being techni-
cally outside the historical profession, has played a significant part in
making professional history available to its public and scholarly
audiences. It therefore draws a more complex and sophisticated pic-
ture of the production of professional history as a social process. And
it stimulates further reflection on how wider socio-cultural transfor-
mations affect the writing of history via institutions that shape the
conditions of what professional historians write, what they can pub-
lish, and therefore what they can say. 

Perhaps a little too often, the study focuses on the different ways
in which publishers influenced professional history. If history pub-
lishing is a social space where two different professions meet, as it is
argued, how did professional historians influence publishers and
their professional practices? Furthermore, it may have been worth-
while exploring how the two nationally constituted fields, which are
treated as separate and independent units, interacted with one anoth-
er. How did historians who were interested in having their work
translated and published in the other country deal with the different
publishing traditions and practices that they encountered? For exam-
ple, some of the German historians Blaschke has drawn on provide
interesting cases of such intercultural relations between German his-
torians and British publishers. Admittedly, both questions go beyond
the main objective of the book and therefore do not diminish its sig-
nificant merits.

STEPHAN PETZOLD is a Lecturer in Modern European History at
the University of Leeds. His Ph.D. thesis analysed the heated debate
over the origins of the First World War provoked in the 1960s by Fritz
Fischer’s book Germany’s Aims in the First World War (1961).




