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About a hundred years ago the universities of Vienna and Berlin
established the first professorships in East European history. Since then,
this historical sub-discipline has concentrated primarily on researching
the changeable relations between the Germans and their neighbours to
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the east. Despite all the profound political changes of the twentieth
century, little has changed in this respect. The historical role which the
Germans have played in Eastern Europe for more than a thousand years
still attracts a broad public and official interest in Germany today. It is
therefore not surprising that, on the look-out for secure funding,
historians of East Europe turn to this topic. In many of Germany’s
Bundesländer, ministries maintain their own research institutes, or are
setting up special chairs for the study of the history of the Germans in
Eastern Europe. The specialist literature on the subject, therefore,
already fills whole libraries.
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Until well into the 1960s, German historians were completely bound
by traditional research approaches to East European history. They
wrote histories of the ‘common German-Slav destiny’, concentrating on
how much the Germans, as bearers of culture, had brought to Eastern
Europe in their role of colonizers and civilizers. They had thus, it was
argued, earned the historical right to settlement areas which, un-
fortunately, was denied them after the end of both world wars. Scholars
in the field described this constant transfer of population and culture as
the German ‘Drang nach Osten’, thus emphasizing the conflicts and
tensions which arose out of the co-existence of peoples and nations.
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