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Recent theoretical discussions have re-emphasized the central role of
narrative in historical writing. Except for very occasional attempts at
dispensing with narrative in the models of the new economic history, all
written history has been narrative. Yet many historians have been no
more conscious of this than we are of breathing the air. Recent discussions
have challenged two basic characteristics of historical studies in the past
two centuries. One is the notion of objectivity, the belief that historians
deal with a concrete past which can be recaptured through critical
reference to sources. Critics such as Roland Barthes and Hayden White
have argued that every historical account, once it proceeds beyond the
mere statement of factual data, involves elements of imagination which
link these data into a coherent story. Hence, they conclude, there is no
clear line of demarcation between history and literature. A second
related criticism concerns the alleged prejudice of Western thought
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since the Enlightenment to project what Lyotard and others have called
a ‘master narrative’ into the past, to see a continuous story which
possesses unity and direction. This narrative always serves to give
legitimacy and a sense of identity to a community which, most commonly
in the historical writing of the past two centuries, has been a national
community, although other communities – regional, transnational,
confessional – are possible.

One of the major arguments of recent literature on nationalism
(Anderson, Gellner, Hobsbawm)1 has been that the awareness of national
identity is a product of the recent past, that it did not exist in the distant
past as nineteenth-century historians such as Michelet, Droysen, or
Macaulay assumed, but rather, that it had consciously been ‘invented’
by political intellectuals since the era of the French Revolution, and that
historians had played a significant role in this process of invention.
There is undoubtedly a strong element of truth to this, but some sense
of ethnic, if not national identity, was certainly present at a much earlier
stage, if we think of the tradition of anti-French and anti-Italian sentiment
in Reformation Germany, or of anti-German sentiment in Hussite
Bohemia, although these sentiments did not involve commitment to the
idea of a national state. All of the works under review in this essay deal
with German historians of the nineteenth and the first half of the
twentieth century who, as Kevin Charles Cramer argues, sought to
construct ‘a coherent, unifying, and persuasive national narrative of the
divisive episodes of the German past’ and ‘wanted to establish a
“German history” on a par with the histories of France and Britain’.2

I am intentionally beginning with Cramer’s 1998 dissertation,
although it has not been yet published but is available only through
UMI Dissertation Services, because it formulates most clearly the
theoretical problems involved in the construction of a German national
history and keeps in mind the fact, too often neglected in the literature,

1 See Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities. Reflections on the Origin and
Spread of Nationalism (London, 1983); Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism
(Oxford, 1983); Eric Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism Since 1780. Pro-
gramme, Myth, Reality (Cambridge, 1990).

2 Kevin Charles Cramer, ‘The Lamentations of Germany: the Historiography
of the Thirty Years’ War, 1790-1890’, Ph. D. Dissertation (Harvard University,
1998), p. 1.

Writing National History in Germany
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that there were counter-narratives to the dominant Prussian-Protestant
historiography. Cramer also espouses the idea that national identities
were ‘invented’, not ‘found’. While David Hume could write an English
national history in the eighteenth century, which, as he claimed, lay on
every coffee table in Great Britain, this was not possible in Germany at
that time because there was no German nation. There were Reichsge-
schichten, but these were not the histories of a national community.
‘Most Germans’, Cramer writes, ‘could not conceive of a “national”
history such as existed in the collective memory of the English or the
French. The German historical consciousness was grounded in Heimat,
village, town, and city ... But modern nation building required that
these divisive alliances be bound together within the unitary scheme of
a coherent national history.’3 Yet the construction of a German historical
identity took place in the aftermath of the destruction of the Holy
Roman Empire in the Napoleonic era in a conflict between Prussian-
orientated Protestants and Habsburg-orientated Catholics. Hence it
resulted in the construction of two national histories along confessional
lines, one kleindeutsch and one großdeutsch, the latter not in the Nazi
sense of a unitary racial nation, but of a confederation of German states
including Austria. ‘The debate over the “meaning” of the Thirty Years’
War was a struggle over historical national identity’, Cramer argues.4

The victory of the Prussian Protestant side established the hegemony of
its historiography.

It is, of course, ironic that the very professionalization of historical
studies in the nineteenth century with its imperative of objectivity and
research went hand in hand with the ideological uses of historical study
for the legitimization of national aspirations. Yet Hayden White’s
reduction of competing versions of the same events in the past reduces
historical controversies into mere ‘stylistic and linguistic clashes’. But
these clashes, Cramer maintains, were more than that: they centred on
political issues. They were attempts to extract ‘moral meaning from the
“chaos” of history through the construction of a coherent narrative ...
Their arguments about meaning, while ideological, were still about
reality not representation.’5

Yet with the military decisions of 1866 and their political conse-
quences, the großdeutsch conception was increasingly forced into the

3 Ibid., p. 270.
4 Ibid., p. 4.
5 Ibid., p. 12.
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background, at least in Germany. However, it continued to be dormant,
and later in the twentieth century it flowed into the historical world
picture of the Nazis, as we shall see in the Schöttler volume to be
discussed below. A very different Catholic viewpoint, as we shall also
see below, is formulated from a democratic perspective in Franz
Schnabel’s history of Germany in the first half of the nineteenth century.
First we shall turn, however, to Ulrich Langer’s political biography of
Heinrich von Treitschke. Treitschke marks the transition of German
historical consciousness from an earlier liberalism to an increasingly
aggressive and authoritarian nationalism. One may argue about the
extent to which his radical nationalism represented the outlook of a
majority of Germans after 1871 – not only Social Democrats and
Catholics but also Progressives deviated from his extreme position and
projected different conceptions. Nevertheless Treitschke played a crucial
role, although more through his journalistic writings and public state-
ments than his actual historical work. Yet his history of Germany in the
nineteenth century, which ends before 1848, in its judgements on people
and events, points to the course Germany took under Bismarck.

Langer pursues two central theses. The first is that Treitschke’s
nationalism and that of the German, or at least the kleindeutsch, movement
for national unity had deep roots in political liberalism. The second is
that German liberalism differed profoundly from the normative
liberalism dominant in Western Europe. Langer introduces his book
with a long critical survey of writings on Treitschke followed by an
extensive discussion of works on German liberalism. Outside Germany,
particularly during the First World War, Treitschke was presented as the
most representative historian of the Kaiserreich who preached a Dar-
winian doctrine of Machtpolitik. In the First World War French intellectuals
such as Ernest Lavisse and Emile Durkheim, as well as British historians,
held Treitschke responsible for a mentality which had led directly to the
war, and was later seen as having contributed to the ideology of
National Socialism. Right-wing ideologists such as Otto Westphal and
Hans Herzfeld – the latter moved in a more democratic direction after
1945 – vigorously defended Treitschke against these charges, as did the
moderate Friedrich Meinecke, who nevertheless rejected Treitschke’s
view of ‘power as the basic purpose (Selbstzweck) of the state’ (p. 7).

Langer examines two major studies of Treitschke, both written after
the end of National Socialism, Walter Bußmann’s Treitschke. Sein Welt-
und Geschichtsbild (1952) and Andreas Dorpalen’s Heinrich von Treitschke

Writing National History in Germany
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(1957). Bußmann’s study, in Langer’s view, constitutes an attempt to
rescue Treitschke and the German national tradition from its critics after
the German collapse in 1945. Langer criticizes Bußmann for concentrating
almost exclusively on the period before 1871 and thus overlooking the
time after 1871 in which Treitschke’s ‘chauvinism, militarism, anti-
socialism, and anti-Semitism’ became most pronounced (p. 18). In
contrast, he heralds Dorpalen’s study as ‘the only extensive, compre-
hensive and truly critical biography’ of Treitschke, (p. 19), and as one
with which he can identify. The question then arises as to why Langer’s
political biography is needed. Langer notes that no German-language
biography of Treitschke exists. Dorpalen, educated in Germany, fled
from the Nazis to the United States, and wrote his biography in English.
Unfortunately, it has never been translated into German. Unlike
Dorpalen, who writes a comprehensive life of Treitschke which links
personal development, political involvement, and scholarly work,
Langer concentrates on Treitschke’s political writings,

The key question which Langer asks is that of Treitschke’s relation to
liberalism, and the place of liberalism in German politics during Treitschke’s
adult life time. The title of Langer’s dissertation from which this book
resulted was, in fact, ‘Heinrich von Treitschke und der Liberalismus’.
For Langer there is no doubt that Treitschke, at least until the Reichs-
gründung, was a liberal; afterwards his relationship to liberalism became
increasingly problematical. However, the question arises here of what
exactly is meant by liberalism in this context. In a very useful section
Langer examines various studies of German liberalism. The most
significant of these are by Leonard Krieger6 and James Sheehan,7 both
Americans. Langer agrees with them that liberalism in Germany was
something different from in the West, where it had a ‘normative’
meaning which stressed the autonomy of the individual against the
power of the state. Liberalism in Germany, as in Western Europe, was
closely linked with the Bürgertum, which was the dominant and rising
social force in Germany, as it was in Western European societies.
Although there was what Langer calls a radical liberal wing in Germany,
it was marginal; for the main currents of the Bürgertum freedom could
exist only within the framework of a powerful national state. For

6 Leonard Krieger, The German Idea of Freedom. History of a Political Tradition
(2nd edn; Chicago, 1972).

7 James J. Sheehan, German Liberalism in the Nineteenth Century (Chicago,
1978).

Georg G. Iggers



21

Krieger the key fault of German liberalism was that it separated itself
from the ‘democratic ideal of popular sovereignty’ (p. 37).

Sheehan tries to modify Krieger’s perception by stressing that the
social basis of the liberal movement was not narrowly situated in the
classes of Besitz and Bildung but also included ‘artisans, farmers, students,
and apprentices’ (pp. 45-6). In the face of industrialization and the rise
of political and social protest movements, the liberal movement after
1848 included not only a minority wing which affirmed modernization,
but also an increasingly large wing which faced modernization
ambivalently, was afraid of its economic and cultural consequences,
and saw the state as a guarantor of social order (p. 46). This development
was undoubtedly not restricted to Germany. It intensified after the
failed 1848 revolution in response to the intense pressure for national
unification and the realization that this could be achieved only under
the auspices of the Hohenzollern monarchy. Treitschke’s liberalism,
even in the earlier phases of his life, represented this second form of
liberalism, although he admired English parliamentarism and local
self-government. In Langer’s words, he was ‘outraged by the one-sided
privileged position of the Prussian nobility’ (p. 379) and their control of
the Herrenhaus, which he considered a ‘bulwark of stagnation’. He thus
identified with the Bürgertum and its desire for economic and social
modernization. On the other hand, he was always fervently opposed to
democracy, and proposed the rule of an élite of Besitz and Bildung. In his
essay on Cavour, he embraced a Machiavellianism which accentuates
strong personalities, the ruthless use of force, and the beneficial function
of war in the cause of national unification.

Langer sees Treitschke until 1871 as a liberal in the German sense,
which differs from Western normative forms of liberalism in stressing
a strong state. But he notes a radicalization of Treitschke’s position after
1871, and especially after 1878, which reflected a change in the German
political climate. There was little left of the older liberal heritage.
Treitschke became the herald of a radical right which included rabid
anti-Semitism and xenophobia, the glorification of military might and
war, Lutheranism wedded to a cult of authority, the affirmation of a
rigid class society, and an ultra-conservative view of the family and the
role of women. Langer thus concludes by giving Treitschke a great deal
of responsibility for the ‘rise of a climate of intolerance ... and national
hubris’ which was taken up in the aggressive militaristic and imperialist
agitation of the Pan Germans (p. 387) that paved the way to catastrophe.

Writing National History in Germany
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While there is an extensive literature on Treitschke, including several
monographs, Hans Cymorek’s study is the first full-scale biography of
Georg von Below. And while Treitschke began as a liberal, even if in a
specific German sense, von Below was never one. From the beginning
he espoused an ‘anti-Semitically coloured chauvinism’ (p. 37). Cymorek
describes Treitschke as von Below’s ‘idol’. Another of his idols was
Adolf Stöcker. Von Below saw Bismarck as the great hero who brought
German history to a triumphant culmination. He shared Treitschke’s
chauvinism and militarism, and pitilessly pursued and persecuted
those who deviated from this view. He led the attack against Karl
Lamprecht’s Kulturgeschichte and set out to destroy Lamprecht
professionally. He succeeded in having Veit Valentin surrender his venia
legendi in 1917, and actually put an end to his university career when
Valentin opposed the radical annexationism which Below supported.
He advocated unrestricted submarine warfare, was a bitter enemy of
Bethmann-Hollweg, and an impassioned opponent of the Weimar
Republic.

Yet as Cymorek describes, he was full of contradictions. Hans-Ulrich
Wehler called him an ‘arch-reactionary conservative’, while Hartmut
Boockmann saw him as the ‘grandfather of the Annales’ (p. 17). Wehler
is undoubtedly right; Boockmann overlooks how Marc Bloch saw him,
as becomes apparent from his obituary (see below). Nevertheless, there
were several sides to Below. Despite his focus on politics and his
diatribe against Lamprecht’s attempt to broaden historical studies to
include society and culture, he was one of the main practitioners of
social and economic history. In an unusual alliance, he joined the
Viennese Social Democrat, Lujo Brentano, in 1903 to edit the Viertel-
jahrshefte für Sozial- und Wirtschaftsgeschichte. Two things are striking
about this journal: its international character – until 1914 it included
articles in German, French, English, and Italian, and numbered among
its collaborators leading historians, foremost among them Henri Pirenne;
and the extent to which it pioneered work in social and economic
history. Cymorek has an interesting section on von Below’s relationship
with Max Weber, which was surprisingly cordial. Both agreed in
criticizing Lamprecht and Schmoller as speculative, unscientific
historians. Each regarded the other as someone who, in his concern with
social themes, worked in a wissenschaftlich manner. Von Below respected
in Weber the economist (Nationalökonom), ‘who proceeded from historical
studies and continuously pursued historical studies’ (p. 186). Yet

Georg G. Iggers
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Cymorek concludes that von Below never fully understood what Weber
was about (p. 188). After 1914 the character of the journal changed. It
became a German-language periodical during the war and remained
one afterwards. From then on economic and social history increasingly
gave way in its pages to constitutional and administrative history. The
same applied to Below’s intensive occupation with medieval German
cities, which he analysed in terms of these categories. Otto Brunner,
certainly no liberal, saw Below’s projection of the nineteenth century
into Germany’s medieval past as the key weakness of his work. Below’s
approach to history now seems anachronistic. In Cymorek’s opinion,
there is a contradiction between Below’s programme, which stressed
the centrality of great individuals in history, and his actual portrayal of
a past dominated by impersonal institutions. Cymorek cites Marc
Bloch’s obituary of Below: ‘La ville l’interessait plus que les bourgeois.
Sur l’Etat allemand du moyen âge ... il a écrit tout un volume, sans dire
un mot des Allemands’ (p. 208).

Thomas Hertfelder in his biography of Franz Schnabel examines the
historical work and the political thought of a liberal Catholic historian
who did not fit into the dominant paradigm of German national history.
Nevertheless Schnabel was trained by historians who came from the
Prussian school. He studied with the two foremost neo-Rankian
historians, Erich Marcks and Max Lenz, and wrote his dissertation on
political Catholicism in the 1848 revolution under another leading neo-
Rankean, Hermann Oncken. The neo-Rankeans deviated from the
Prussian school in theory in stressing that historians must return to
Ranke’s commitment to objectivity. But in practice they shared the basic
premisses of the Prussian school, namely the teleological view that saw
in Bismarck’s creation of a Prussian-centred nation-state under Hohen-
zollern auspices the fulfilment of modern German history. Their
Rankeanism consisted primarily in the application of Ranke’s concept
of the great powers to the entry of Germany as a major player on the
world scene.

Yet Schnabel from the beginning deviated from the political and, as
we shall see, historiographical assumptions of his teachers. He was a
believing Catholic, but a liberal who thought that the Catholic Church
must open itself to the modern world (p. 124). He stood to the left of the
Catholic Zentrum party. Deeply influenced by Friedrich Nietzsche’s
and Henri Bergson’s critique of modern culture, and acknowledging
the close relationship between intellect and life, he nevertheless remained

Writing National History in Germany
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committed to scholarly rationality. Although he studied in Heidelberg,
he was remarkably little affected by the cult of Stefan George (p. 640).
As a Catholic and a liberal it was difficult for him to find a position in
an academic establishment dominated by a Protestant, Prussian outlook.
Both from a Catholic and a liberal perspective he remained aloof from
the admiration for Bismarck and the Reich Bismarck created. Although
he had understanding for Bismarck’s restrained foreign policy after
1870, he found his domestic policy disastrous. For him Bismarck
remained a captive of ‘a patriarchal mental world’ which had no
understanding for the ‘national significance of the workers’ movement’
(p. 153). From his perspective the Kaiserreich suffered from the
contradiction inherent in a modern industrial society imprisoned by a
‘patriarchal Beamtenstaat’ (p. 154). In his critique of Imperial Germany
he moved close to the positions of Friedrich Naumann and Max Weber.
Although no chauvinist, he agreed with Naumann and Weber that
Germany was forced to pursue Weltpolitik, and that this required a
modernization of the political system.

Schnabel’s position in the First World War was unique among
German historians. He did not share in the ‘ideas of 1914’ which were
propagated by German intellectuals, and especially academics, who
presented the war as a struggle between two cultures, German Kultur
and Latin and Anglo-Saxon Zivilisation (p. 127). As a Catholic, he
continued to believe in a European cultural community of which both
France and Germany were important members. Stationed in France in
occupied Cambrai, he wrote its history without viewing it as a city
which Germans could claim because it had once been part of the Holy
Roman Empire. Unlike Naumann and Weber he never advocated
German expansion, even in the early stages of the war. Acknowledging
Germany’s defeat in 1918, Schnabel rejected the idea of the ‘stab in the
back’, and also the notion that Allied encirclement had forced Germany
into a defensive war. He recognized that Germany bore a substantial
share of responsibility for the outbreak of the war. He endorsed the
Weimar Republic because it corresponded to his belief in the rule of law
and in federalism. Schnabel was thus very much an outsider in the
German historical profession. He found a niche at the Technical
University in Karlsruhe, but did not receive a chair at a major university
until 1947, when he was appointed to the University of Munich.

In 1929 Schnabel published the first volume of his Deutsche Geschich-
te im 19. Jahrhundert, a conscious attempt to replace Treitschke’s history

Georg G. Iggers
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of the same name. Like Treitschke’s, Schabel’s history broke off on the
eve of the 1848 revolution. Schnabel’s history deviated remarkably
from the main tradition of German academic historiography. It was a
broadly cultural history, dealing with science, technology, scholarship,
literature, and aspects of daily life without focusing narrowly on
politics, and least of all on Prussian ascendance. The German world was
consciously seen in a broader European context. The book enjoyed a
broad readership equalled by few, if any, works written in the mainstream
of historical scholarship. Gerhard Ritter regarded Schnabel’s first volume
as geistreich, but he did not really consider it a scholarly work based on
careful research (pp. 631-2). The few scholarly reviews of this popular
work were generally negative. Three more volumes followed. In 1936
Schnabel was forced into early retirement by the Nazi regime and
shortly thereafter was forbidden to publish.

In the meantime Schnabel had written the fifth volume of his
Deutsche Geschichte, but it was never published, not even after the end
of the Nazi regime. Hertfelder finds that Schnabel made considerable
concessions to the Nazis in the manuscript for this volume (pp. 690-
729). The proposed title is suggestive: Das Erwachen des deutschen
Volkstums. Here Schnabel, who had never previously expressed any
racist or anti-Semitic sentiments, cites early nineteenth-century anti-
Semites, such as Immermann and Arndt, without distancing himself
from them, and speaks of Börne, Heine, and Karl Marx ‘as coincidentally
three Jews from the Rhineland’ who had ‘condemned and ridiculed
everything German’ (pp. 720-21). This did not suffice for Schnabel to
receive permission to publish the volume. It may, however, have
persuaded him not to attempt to publish it after 1945. Hertfelder’s
study ends in 1945; we thus cannot follow Schnabel into the post-
Second World War period as a professor at Munich, and after 1951 also
as president of the prestigious Historische Kommission of the Bavarian
Academy of Sciences.

While Schnabel does not fit into the mainstream of historians who
wrote history from a narrowly nation-oriented perspective, Hermann
Heimpel (1901-1988), a student of von Below, does. Ernst Schulin has
published a slender volume, originally a lecture held in 1997 at the
Heidelberger Akademie and then once more at the Max Planck Institute for
History, whose first director was Heimpel. This volume is dedicated to
Schulin’s wife in memory of his ‘revered (verehrten) teacher’, and
concentrates on Heimpel’s lifelong efforts to write a German national

Writing National History in Germany



26

history. In essential ways Heimpel’s conception of such a history
follows the main lines of nationally orientated conservative histori-
ography. Heimpel represents a generation aware of a cultural crisis in
the modern world, which did not exist in the consciousness of older
historians writing in the national tradition such as Treitschke and
Below. For Heimpel, it took on a much more radical form in its rejection
of Enlightenment values of rationality than it did in Schnabel’s thought
as depicted by Hertfelder. Michael Matthiesen, first in his dissertation,
Gerhard Ritter – Studien und Werk bis 1933 (1993), and then in a recent
extensive essay dating from 1995 and published in 1998,8 has described
the atmosphere in Heidelberg and Freiburg during Heimpel’s student
years which was deeply affected by the mystic nationalism of Stefan
George and the George circle. Heimpel was influenced even more by
the geo-political thought of Karl Haushofer, in whose circle he moved
in Munich. His thought was thus much more radically völkisch than that
of state-orientated conservative historians of an older generation.

Both Schulin and Matthiesen take into account Heimpel’s affinity
with the New Right, and his early sympathy for Nazi aspirations for
national rejuvenation. Heimpel happened to be present in the Munich
Hofbräuhaus on the night of Hitler’s putsch attempt on 9 November
1923. Nevertheless Heimpel, as Schulin (and Matthiesen) describe him,
appears never to have been an anti-Semite, nor to have propounded a
racist perspective. Both Schulin and Matthiesen refer to his close friend-
ship with Arnold Berney, like Heimpel a radical German nationalist, but
of Jewish origin. This friendship, however, evaporated once the Nazis
came to power. Heimpel then enthusiastically endorsed the Nazis in a
number of public statements and identified with his colleague, Martin
Heidegger, during the latter’s tenure as rector of Freiburg University in
1933-34. Schulin discounts these statements, which clearly express
Heimpel’s endorsement of the Nazi revolution and of Hitler at least in
these early years, and sees in them a hidden (verklausulierte) dissociation
(Distanzierung), which I, on careful reading, cannot discover. Schulin,
moreover, argues in what amounts to an apology for Heimpel, that this
endorsement of the Nazi regime must be understood in terms of the
‘national exuberance’ (nationale Hochstimmung) of the time (p. 33). In
fact, Heimpel never distanced himself from the Nazis before 1945 and

8 Michael Matthiesen, Verlorene Identität. Der Historiker Arnold Berney und seine
Freiburger Kollegen 1923-1938 (Göttingen, 1998).
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had a successful career in the Third Reich. It began in 1934 in Leipzig,
where he replaced his teacher Hellmann, who later died in Theresien-
stadt. In 1941 he assumed a Chair at the ‘Reichsuniversität Straßburg’.

After 1945 Heimpel became a good democrat. As already mentioned,
he was the first director of the newly established Max Planck Institute
for History in Göttingen, and was seriously considered for the German
Federal presidency as the successor to Theodor Heuss. He delivered a
series of lectures, three of which are appended to Schulin’s volume, in
which he sought to construct a German national history. Schulin carefully
analyses these lectures. There is no break with older conservative
traditions of German history-writing from a national or nationalistic
point of view. Heimpel projects a German national consciousness into
the distant medieval past. He removes himself from a racist interpretation
of the German Volk by dating the beginnings of the German nation not
to primeval Germanic times, but to the creation of a political entity with
the beginnings of the Holy Roman Empire. The lectures which follow
each select a city, beginning with Aachen, as a remembrance site –
Schulin sees a parallel to Pierre Nora’s lieux de mémoire – representing a
stage in German history. But Schulin notes that this history, despite its
ambitious attempt at historical synthesis, turns out to be a ‘history of the
Reich and the state, hardly one of the people (Volk), in the Middle Ages,
almost only the history of the emperors, princes, and the nobility ... Also
in the modern period it is primarily the history of the rulers and their
politics’ (p. 53). A critical view of the German past is missing from
Heimpel’s history. The events of the Second World War, including the
Holocaust, are mentioned only very briefly.

In 1970 Heimpel finally submitted his completed manuscript to the
publishers Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, who had not only published a
collection of his essays, but were also bringing out a series of scholarly
studies for the Max Planck Institute for History. Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht
turned the manuscript down; Heimpel’s conception of German history
no longer fitted into the intellectual or political setting of Germany in
the 1970s. They had begun to publish a ten-volume history of Germany
which, as Joachim Leuschner, the editor of the series, wrote in the
preface to each of the ten volumes, no longer conceived of German
history as national history, but as one which needed to fit into the
broader context of European history as well as to pay attention to
regional history, and to deal with social, economic, and legal aspects in
the broadest sense. Volume nine in the series was Hans-Ulrich Wehler’s
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Deutsches Kaiserreich 1871-1918, a critical examination of the Empire
created by Bismarck with its disastrous results for Germany and the
world. The tradition which had dominated German historical thought
and writing from Treitschke to Heimpel had come to an end.

Again and again the claim has been made that the historical profession
in Germany remained aloof from the Nazis. After 1945 leading German
historians such as Gerhard Ritter, Hans Rothfels, and, among the
younger generation, Theodor Schieder, maintained that with very few
exceptions German historians had remained immune to Nazi influence
and loyal to the profession’s commitment to objective scholarship.9 This
exculpation is reiterated most recently in Ursula Wolf’s dissertation,
Litteris et patriae. Das Janusgesicht der Historie (1996). This overlooks the
close affinity between the conservative historians and the Nazis in their
opposition to Weimar democracy, in their demand for an authoritarian
state, their calls for the westward and especially eastward revisions of
the German borders, and their anti-Semitism. The collection Geschichts-
schreibung als Legitimationswissenschaft 1918-1945, edited by Peter
Schöttler, documents the extent to which many historians not only
agreed with the Nazi’s key aims, but put their scholarship in the direct
service of the Nazi programmes of ethnic cleansing and genocide. Of
the contributors to this volume, Bernd Faulenbach has previously
written about the anti-democratic nature and the ultra-nationalism of
the historical establishment in the Weimar Republic,10 Karen Schön-
wälder11 has shown to what extent German historians recast their
scholarship in the Nazi period to be in accord with the Nazi programme
and to serve the war effort, and Willi Oberkrome12 has analysed the

9 See Gerhard Ritter, ‘Der deutsche Professor im Dritten Reich’, Die Gegenwart,
no. 1 (December 1945), pp. 23-6, and ‘Deutsche Geschichtswissenschaft im
20. Jahrhundert’, Geschichte in Wissenschaft und Unterricht, 1 (1950), pp. 81-
6, 129-37; Hans Rothfels, ‘Deutsche Geschichtswissenschaft in den 30er
Jahren’, in Andreas Flitner (ed.), Deutsches Geistesleben und Nationalsozialismus
(Tübingen, 1965), pp. 90-107; Theodor Schieder, ‘Die deutsche Geschichts-
wissenschaft’, Historische Zeitschrift, 189 (1959), pp. 1-104.

10 Bernd Faulenbach, Ideologie des deutschen Weges. Die deutsche Geschichte in der
Historiographie zwischen Kaiserreich und Nationalsozialismus (Munich, 1980).

11 Karen Schönwälder, Historiker und Politik. Geschichtswissenschaft im National-
sozialismus (Frankfurt on Main, 1992).

12 Willi Oberkrome, Volksgeschichte. Methodische Innovation und völkische Ideolo-
gisierung in der deutschen Geschichtswissenschaft 1918-1945 (Göttingen, 1993).
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formation of a racially-orientated historiography which sought to
replace the fixation of established historians on the Bismarckian nation-
state with a Volksgeschichte centred on the German people as a racial
community.

Schöttler raises the issue of the ‘continuity of German historiography
through all regimes’ from Imperial Germany to the present day.
‘Authoritarian university structures and a conservative cartell of Ordi-
narien’ ensured that ‘historical science as a profession remained the
domain of nationalistically orientated (nationalgesinnter) men’ (p. 7).
However, this volume is not restricted to the ideological precursors of
the Holocaust, but examines ‘the concrete contributions of academics,
some of them prominent, to the propaganda and the planning for the
war of annihilation’ (p. 14). The contributions touch on a number of
themes. One is the role of the more traditional historians, including
some, such as Gerhard Ritter, who maintained a certain distance to the
Nazis, and who, after 1945, continued to occupy positions of power
within the academic profession. Faulenbach stresses that a Gleichschal-
tung of the historical profession under the Nazis was not necessary
because of the affinities of these historians on the points which mattered
to the Nazis. Another theme concerns the younger proponents of Volks-
geschichte who identified with the Nazi movement and who, like
Theodor Schieder, Werner Conze, and Otto Brunner, became the mentors
of a post-1945 generation of social historians. Oberkrome in his essay
rejects their conception of history and society and their agrarian
romanticism, but nevertheless suggests that in their attempts to write a
comprehensive history of a population they laid the foundations, once
their language had been cleansed of its racial code, for modern German
social history.13

In his introduction Schöttler takes issue with Oberkrome’s stress on
the ‘relative progressiveness’ of this historiography, and argues that its
historiographical notions cannot be separated from Nazi ideology. As
Schöttler notes, one must remember that ‘the seemingly innovative
writings of a Franz Petri, a Werner Conze, or an Otto Brunner’ were
written under the auspices of Nazi Forschungsgemeinschaften with a
specific political purpose (p. 19). Nevertheless, there was an attempt to
de-Nazify this language after 1945. Gadi Algazi deals with this in the

13 For a similar position, see Winfried Schulze, Deutsche Geschichtswissenschaft
nach 1945 (Munich, 1989).
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case of Otto Brunner who after 1945 exerted a major influence on West
German medievalists. The concept of Volk gave way to that of Struktur.
Brunner claimed that he had freed medieval German history from the
anachronistic language of the traditional political historians who had
projected nineteenth-century conceptions of the modern state into the
past. While Brunner claimed to see this past in its own terms, Gazi
shows to what extent Brunner had, in fact, projected Nazi conceptions
of law based on power and race into the Middle Ages.

Karl-Heinz Roth’s essay challenges Oberkrome’s benign view of the
Volkshistoriker and demonstrates their involvement in the politics of
genocide. Ingo Haar portrays the merger of three currents at the
University of Königsberg in the late 1920s and the Nazi years: the
political historiography of Hans Rothfels, the nationalistic youth
movement, and the Volk-orientated historians. Rothfels as the Ordinarius
in Königsberg became the spokesman for German expansion eastward
in a state which would extend its hegemony over Slavic and other non-
German populations. Alongside the openly Nazi Gunter Ipsen, he was
the mentor of young historians coming from the youth movement, who
sought to base their history on the concept of a racial community. It was
only Rothfels’s Jewish parentage which, despite the attempts by infl-
uential Nazis to save his career, prevented him from becoming a leading
historian in the Third Reich and ultimately forced him to emigrate.
Rothfels could return after 1945 as a victim of the Nazis. Karl-Heinz
Roth discusses the direct involvement of Hans Joachim Beyer, ‘Hey-
drich’s Professor’, and other academics in the planning and carrying
out of the Umvolkung in the East. Schöttler in a separate essay deals with
the historians, including Fritz Petri, who carried out Westforschung with
the aim of preparing the ethnic cleansing of Francophone populations
in Belgium and the areas of France to be annexed.

The question remains whether there is a continuity between con-
servative nationalistic historiography and present-day historiography.
Schöttler claims emphatically that there is. At the end of his essay on
Heimpel, Schulin suggests that the sort of national history which
Heimpel wrote had to give way to a new critical social history of politics.
The generation of historians born in the late 1920s and the 1930s, and
educated after 1945, moved in the direction of this critical history. But
the recent controversies about the Nazi past of their teachers, particularly
of Schieder, Conze, and Brunner, have raised the question of the extent
to which this younger generation in fact represented a new orientation
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in national history and historiography. It is true that many of them,
including Hans-Ulrich Wehler, Wolfgang J. Mommsen, Hans Mommsen,
Helmut Berding, and others, were students of Schieder and Conze. But
others, slightly younger, such as Jürgen Kocka and Hans-Jürgen Puhle,
were students of Gerhard A. Ritter, born in 1929, who represented a
different outlook. In his Deutsche Geschichtswissenschaft nach 1945,14

Winfried Schulze argued that the sources of the new social history were
to be found in the innovative aspects of Volksgeschichte which had been
cleansed of its racial orientation. Volksgeschichte, he held, first challenged
the narrow political and élitist approach of traditional German histori-
ography. As Strukturgeschichte it provided the foundations for a modern
German social history which owed little to the Annales or to the
American social sciences.

I would agree regarding the limited influence of the Annales. Yet
what distinguishes the Bielefeld school of critical social history from its
German mentors is the critical view of the German past which the latter
lacked. The ‘historical social science’ of the 1970s is unthinkable without
the influence of the historians and sociologists who were driven from
Germany in 1933, without the Frankfurt School and the younger
Meinecke students, Eckart Kehr, Hans Rosenberg, Hajo Holborn, and
others such as Arthur Rosenberg. The new social sciences owed much
to Marx seen through the eyes of Max Weber. The fixation on institutions,
politics, and economics resulted in a challenge to this orientation in the
1980s and 1990s by critics who argued that this historiography lacked
cultural components. One serious criticism which could be levelled at
the students of Schieder, Conze, and Brunner is that while they were
committed to examining the German past critically, with a focus on the
Nazi era, they shied away from looking with similarly critical eyes at the
historical discipline itself, and at their teachers. It is an important merit
of Schöttler’s volume and his recent work in general, as well as of the
writings of Götz Aly,15 that they have opened up this question.

14 See note 13.
15 See Götz Aly and Susanne Heim, Vordenker der Vernichtung. Auschwitz und

die deutschen Pläne für eine europäische Ordnung (Frankfurt on Main, 1995);
Ulrich Herbert (ed.), Nationalsozialistische Vernichtungspolitik 1939-1945. Neue
Forschungen und Kontroversen, with contributions by Götz Aly (Frankfurt on
Main, 1998).
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