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STEFAN BERGER, The Search for Normality: National Identity and His-
torical Consciousness in Germany since 1800 (Providence, R. I. and Ox -
ford: Berghahn, 1997), 307 pp. ISBN 1 57181 863 4. £40.00

This book treats an age-old theme: the impact of politics on history.
The specific case which it takes is that of German historiography and
its relationship with the nation: the part taken by German historians
in the struggles and debates about the concept of the German nation,
the German nation-state, the national identity of the Germans, the
influence of their national-political commitment on their scholarly
work, the connection between national consciousness and historical
consciousness, the nationalization of history and the historicization
of the nation. This account begins with the ‘national tradition’ in
German historiography, which the author dates as lasting from 1800
to the 1960s. It then goes on to present the overcoming or at least rel -
ativizing of this tradition since the Fischer controversy, and, finally,
takes aim at the historiographical renewal of national motives after
reunification. The author leaves the reader in no doubt that he con -
siders the national direction as unholy from the start, and that his
intention is to prevent a ‘renationalization’ of German historiogra -
phy. He warns German historians against ‘the search for normality’
that, after a national history which culminated in Auschwitz, is unat-
tainable for them. Instead of pursuing the hermetic illusion of nation-
al identity, they should accept the universal values of a pluralist civic
society, democracy, the welfare state, and international solidarity,
and thus continue on the path already embarked upon before 1989.
The key sentences about ‘the national revival in German historiogra-
phy’ in a reunified Germany which contain the essence of the whole
book, read: ‘The very concept of “national identity” remains a fudged
one, a construct with inherent homogenising tendencies which tends
to exist in conflict with the values of tolerance and pluralism. Hence
it cannot be the historians’ task to propagate national identity, left or
right wing. The danger is not an alleged lack of national identity, it is
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that democratisation may be replaced by renationalisation. It is not
the “self-confident nation” that needs to be dug up—it is a self-confi-
dent democratic political culture which needs to be strengthened in
the West and developed in the East’ (p. 211). The author is a product
of the old Federal Republic and his ‘adopted home country’ (p. 231)
is Britain. Now Professor of German and European History at the
University of Glamorgan (Wales), he may see himself as the embod -
iment of this transnational message.

The reviewer could be content simply to point out that this book
has political intentions which fall outside the scope of scholarly crit -
icism. For this is indeed the case. The warning against ‘renationali -
sation’ and the demand for ongoing ‘democratisation’ in German
historiography do not simply allow us to conclude that the author
takes a particular political view; they express this view, and come
close to being a political statement. The author is on the side of the
West German left which, long before 1989, had abandoned the Basic
Law’s call for unity. Having grown comfortable in a divided Ger -
many, they accepted reunification only unwillingly, and are now
working to eliminate all traces of national awareness from the new
Germany. In this sense, this book offers political argument dressed
up as history of historiography. Of course, it is perfectly legitimate to
take a political view, and to present it in this way. But judging polit-
ical positions is not the business of scholars; it is a political matter.
Political decisions belong to the sphere of the political will, political
debate, and political struggle. In essence this book, too, deserves a
political assessment, and what it is will depend entirely on what pre-
misses it starts from. As for me, I must confess that I do not share
Stefan Berger’s views. I have always affirmed the national dimension
of the Federal Republic’s political system, and I experienced the re -
unification of Germany as the fulfilment of a yearning that some -
times seemed unsatisfiable. I see the nation-state recently re-estab -
lished on a democratic foundation as the basic framework for pres -
ent and future German politics, and thus take for granted concepts
such as national self-determination, national self-assertion, and
national interest, and cannot imagine democratic awareness without
national consciousness. And finally, I think that should the German
nation-state ever be overcome or dissolved, whether in the European
Union or in a world dimension, this must happen out of an inner
impulse, as the product of our own will which must not bow to any
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foreign will. This opinion is no less legitimate than the author’s, and
of course, it is no more susceptible of scholarly analysis. Both views
are subject to the political marketplace, which follows its own rules. 

However, the reviewer does not stop here because Berger makes
not only a political, but also a scholarly claim which needs to be
examined. He is acting politically by writing the history of historiog-
raphy. Yet this is not simply a tendentious book; rather, it aspires to
real knowledge. At the very least, it does not exclude it from the
start.

It should be said from the outset that the author undoubtedly
deserves a great deal of recognition. He has examined a large num -
ber of sources and many books, and presents the material gained
from them to good effect. The way in which he grasps all the diverse
facets of his subject, yet pares his account down to the bare minimum
is impressive. The chapters on the historical debates since the Fischer
controversy, and then again since reunification deserve special men-
tion; they portray the whole spectrum of positions and directions,
include the discussions on historiographical theory and methodolo -
gy, extend as far as the historiography of the GDR and what became
of it, and also take account of the historical-political journalism that
grew up outside academic history. Anyone wanting to find out
about particular authors or schools, or facts, in general finds reliable
information here. No important name is missing; the overall picture
is subtle and differentiated. The account also shows that many histo-
rians have judged the national problem differently at different times.
It details, for example, the often remarkable changes in the wake of
reunification. Conversely, the first chapter, on the ‘national tradition’
in German historiography between the turn of the nineteenth centu -
ry and the second half of the twentieth century, no less convincingly
demonstrates constancy and continuity; the author’s summarizing
method here permits and facilitates this approach.

However, this chapter in particular also contains some things that
are incorrect. The author frequently repeats the view, which is also
popular elsewhere, that historicism wrote the history of the victors in
order to justify the political status quo (pp. 3, 21, 29 f.). Ranke appears
as a typical representative of this victors’ history (p. 30). Accord -
ingly, he is said to have rejected political change (p. 27), and the
author also ascribes to him a ‘“great men” theory’ (p. 33). Anyone
who knows Ranke’s works, his dialectical view of history, his
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dynamic concept of the state and politics, and his doctrine of histor-
ical trends and ideas cannot agree with Berger’s account. The same
applies to Berger’s assessment of Gerhard Ritter. According to
Berger, in his book on Frederick the Great (1936) Ritter drew ‘the
famous line from Frederick to Hindenburg to Hitler which the Nazis
so longed to propagate’ (p. 39). In fact, in order to illustrate the
unbroken history of the reception of the king, Ritter did draw a line
in the introduction from Frederick the Great via the wars of inde -
pendence, Bismarck, the First World War and the Weimar Republic
to Hindenburg and Hitler, who had evoked the memory of Frederick
the Great on the ‘day of Potsdam’. But immediately thereafter Ritter
spoke of the ‘duty’ which arises out of an ‘act of this sort’, and
expressly warned the reader against falsely applying this to the pres-
ent: ‘Historical tradition is not arbitrary, it is not something whose
content changes in line with our wishes.’ Thus far from simply plac -
ing Hitler in direct succession to the Prussian king, Ritter actually
pointed to the differences between them; a few lines later he wrote
unambiguously: ‘Recognition of the endless distance which sepa -
rates the tasks of our times from those of the past protects us against
rashly referring to our distant ancestors in order to explain our
achievements and our mistakes.’ If we then read the whole book, we
find that Ritter offered constant variations on this general theme; the
chapter on Frederican administration of justice, for example, explic -
itly contrasts it with the Nazi state which abolished the rule of law.
Berger seems to ignore this, as well as Ritter’s great work Staatskunst
und Kriegshandwerk (1954-68). Berger ascribes to Ritter the intention
of refuting ‘the critics of Prussian militarism’ (p. 42 f.); but Ritter
wanted to show ‘how it came about that ultimately in Germany the
natural relationship between the art of government and the tech -
niques of war was inverted’, and he did not even think of ‘seeing the
dangers of “militarist”, that is, one-sided, aggressive politics as
becoming active in German history only in the twentieth century and
simply exonerating the “old Prussian tradition” since Frederick the
Great’. In both cases, therefore, Berger in my view misrepresents the
actual historiographical intention.

This is a rare occurence, but does not come about by chance. It
points to a failing which places the scholarly claims of this work into
question. There are theoretical or methodological omissions affecting
a  number of aspects treated in this book. Even where all the details
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are correct, we still feel the effect of these omissions. To make my
position clear, I should like to say that in detail, much, or even most
of what is in this book is correct; overall, however, nothing convinces
me. 

Basically the author approaches his subject with inadequate con -
ceptual premisses. Thus he asks about the impact of politics on his -
tory, but neglects to undertake a systematic clarification of this
many-layered relationship, and thus to structure the problem area in
which he is working. Instead, right at the start he announces a preju -
dice without any attempt at explanation or justification: ‘Unlike
Thomas Nipperdey ... I do not believe in the autonomy of history as
an academic subject from politics’ (p. 2). Nor is this the subject of the
author’s reflections later in the work. He thus subordinates history to
politics, declaring that one is the function of the other. This view is
not appropriate even for pre-modern history; a political historian
such as Thucydides was by no means completely absorbed by his
immediate political aspirations. In the context of the modern histori -
ography of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries this approach
loses its analytical value. Since historicism, historiography has
moved up, both in its self-understanding and in public perceptions,
into the status of a discipline which is autonomous vis-à-vis the polit-
ical world. And one of the main reasons for this is that the political
world itself needed an autonomous historiography. At times of per -
manent revolution and upheaval, such as the turn of the nineteenth
century, there was a practical interest in a genuine historical orienta-
tion; academic autonomy and the political function of the science of
history formed a dialectical relationship epitomized by the demand
for historical objectivity. In any case, this is the paradigm or the reg -
ulating idea of modern historiography against which concrete phe -
nomena are to be set, and from which deviations are to be measured.

In my view, Berger does not take note of this. For him, German
historiography of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, at least
within the framework of his approach, seems to be merely politics by
other means. As far as he is concerned, its practitioners can be
reduced to their political positions; their aim is not to acquire knowl-
edge of the past, but to legitimize or criticize the present. To the
extent that Berger encounters the demand for objectivity, he can only
see it, according to his standards, as an instrument to justify particu-
lar political conditions or ideas (pp. 21 and 41). Thus he speaks of the
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‘illusion of a division of historical scholarship and political opinion’
(p. 78). This ‘illusion’, however, is the basic law of modern historiog-
raphy, without which nothing about it can be understood. The
author’s misjudgements concerning Ranke and Ritter ultimately
stem from this lack of understanding. He seems to ignore that both
combined their political interest with an original interest in knowl -
edge, that they expected political benefit precisely from an objec -
tivizing knowledge of history, and that an audience existed that had
the same expectations. Naturally, neither of them (Ranke, Ritter)
allowed any unclarity to arise about their political views: both were
conservative, wrote history from this perspective, allowed their
political convictions to flow directly into their historiographical
work, and wanted to be read by people of a similar political persua -
sion. In the end, however, what is crucial is that they drew scholarly
questions out of their political attitudes, and that these questions had
their own orientating function; without this dimension they would
be of no interest to us.

What was true of Ranke and Ritter, also applies more generally.
The ‘political historians’, too, such as Droysen, Sybel, and Treitschke,
who questioned the Rankean notion of objectivity, never relin -
quished the claim of historiography to seek the truth. Berger quotes
Dietrich Schäfer, who called on the German historian to be devoted
to ‘the national idea without in the least betraying his duties to truth-
fulness’ (p. 33), but does not develop his argument. The same is true
when it comes to the critics of historicism since the 1960s. The signif-
icance of history for the present still depends on its specific scholar -
ly status. To be sure, politics has made unreasonable demands of his-
tory at all times, demands going to the core of its scholarly substance.
Many historians have committed themselves fully to the service of a
political cause, and have thus become party political historians. Yet
even in these cases, the regulating idea of scholarly historiography
has stood its ground; at any rate, the prestige of historical science
might have been speculated on in the fabrication of such tendentious
elaborations. The author himself points out, for example, that the his-
toriography of the GDR was by no means merely a legitimation of
the official party line (p. 160). However, one cannot avoid the
impression that this argument is again more political than scholarly
in nature. In any case, it has no systematic significance, and alters
nothing in his overall conclusions, which are that history and poli -
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tics, a historical awareness and a political awareness, are directly
congruent. There are direct correspondences between historicism
and national ideology, as there are between the diverse forms of crit-
ical historiography and a universalist democratic thinking. But there
are also scholarly and political positions of some complexity which,
however, do not affect the merely functional basic relationship of
history to politics. 

Against the political intentions with which the author writes the
history of historiography, we have come back to where we started.
The author, who himself apparently instrumentalizes history, proj -
ects this subjective attitude on to the historiography that he studies,
of which he similarly has only an instrumental concept. I believe that
his prejudice about academic historiography’s lack of autonomy in
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries corresponds to his own
method.

Berger may really believe that there can be no such thing as histo-
ry without a direct political intention or orientation. But I am con -
vinced that there is no reason to consider this belief true, whereas
there is much to suggest that it should be exposed for what it is: the
pseudo-theoretical generalization of a political attitude. The immu -
table basic law of modern historiography referred to above excludes
mere opinion from historiography, prescribing, rather, that it pro -
gresses from opinions to knowledge. The author describes the task of
German historians as to serve not the nation, but a democratic polit-
ical culture (see above). But history does not have to serve one, or the
other, or any political authority for that matter; its task is exclusive -
ly to achieve a knowledge of the past. And through this, it makes
available that orientating knowledge which we need in the present.
In scholarly terms it is legitimate for the author to have political
motives: politically to reject the nation and, from this position, to
examine national consciousness and historical consciousness in the
German historiography of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
And, of course, is is legitimate for Berger to hope that his study has
a political impact. But the real scholarly legitimacy of such an enter -
prise depends on an ability or willingness to tackle the subject
according to not political, but logical-analytical criteria, and to con -
vey insights rather than instructions for how to act. Therefore I think
that the author does not fulfil the historian’s main task—in contrast
to many of the writers whose work he examines in his book. This is
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regrettable because we have thus missed out on an opportunity to
make progress in knowledge, not only in respect of the state of his -
torical research, but also regarding the ‘relevance’ of all this. Berger
declares that it is his aim ‘to remind the reader of the long and
unhappy relationship between historiography and the politics of
national identity’ (p. 8); he calls the nation ‘an unholy paradigm for
historians’ (p. 225). These are political judgements by which the
author deprives himself not only of the chance to achieve a historical
stock-taking which is worth taking seriously, but also of the specific
benefit of looking at history: namely, to understand a previously
uncomprehended past, and thus to prepare the ground for new
action. Anyone who describes a historical phenomenon as ‘unhappy’
or ‘unholy’ demonstrates a lack of historical understanding, or a lack
of interest in a historical knowledge worthy of the name.
Historiography recognizes neither unhappiness nor unholiness, but
merely phenomena which await the most consistent explanation or
derivation possible. We could also say that it transforms what may
at first sight appear to us unhappy or unholy into knowledge, and
thus confers enlightenment that sets us free.

Stefan Berger considers it ‘fashionable’ to call traditional national
feeling ‘false consciousness’ (p. 252). This term, I find, is unsuitable
for characterizing political attitudes unless, as is the case here, it is
used politically. On the other hand, there is hardly a better term to
describe the author’s scholarly self-understanding. To instrumental -
ize history for political ends, and to make others, or even oneself,
believe that this is historical science: in my opinion that is ‘false con -
sciousness’.

ULRICH MUHLACK is Professor of the History and Theory of
Historiography at the University of Frankfurt/Main. Among his
publications is Geschichtswissenschaft im Humanismus und in der
Aufklärung: Die Vorgeschichte des Historismus (1991). He has edited
Leopold von Ranke: Die Großen Mächte. Politisches Gespräch (1995).
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