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Foreword 

The idea for the present volume originated in a conference held 
at the German Historical Institute London in March 2004. The 
aim of the conference was to initiate an interdisciplinary and 
transnational dialogue on the complex relationship between lan-
guage and politics in the short twentieth century. This period 
may be called an 'Age of Extremes' (Hobsbawm) in many re-
spects, not least in the sense that fierce ideological confrontations 
prompted an acute awareness of the power-wielding function of 
words, narratives, and images. Strangely enough, historians are 
only just beginning to pay more attention to the political uses 
of language during the twentieth century, with propaganda still 
at the heart of their interests, whereas linguists engaged in the 
critical analysis of discourses and communicative practices have 
contributed very important work, most notably on official and 
private language use under National Socialism and in the post-
war German-speaking societies. Bringing eminent scholars of 
the two disciplines together was therefore an occasion to move 
ahead towards a more comprehensive approach to this field of 
research. 

One means of achieving this end has been to assemble and 
confront up-to-date work on totalitarian regimes (fascist Italy, 
Nazi Germany, the Soviet Union, the German Democratic Re-
public) and pluralist Western regimes (Britain, West Germany, 
Austria, the USA). The resulting collection of essays thus invites 
us to compare the ways in which leadership was presented, en-
emies were depicted, power was challenged, and identities were 
sustained through the use of language in both dictatorships and 
democracies. 

Another step towards a comprehensive perspective has been to 
extend our understanding of language. Although most essays 
in this volume focus primarily on spoken or written language, 
the term 'political languages' as used in the book's title has a 
wider significance. Much needed attention is given here to the in-
terplay between verbal, visual, and acoustic signs, to the narra-
tives in which these were embedded, and to the mass media and 
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ritualized communicative practices by which the words, images, 
sounds, and narratives acquired their particular meaning in a 
given political situation. 

Finally, the comparative study of political languages in the 
sense described is part of a broader agenda to renew the writing 
of political history, an agenda which is now being pursued at 
various places in Germany as well as in Britain, not least at the 
German Historical Institute London. An essential prerequisite 
for this renewal of political history is to stretch the notion of the 
'political' itself. The authors of this volume have agreed that the 
political as an object of study should no longer be limited to the 
spheres of government and the state, but conceived of as a con-
tinuously contested communicative space whose boundaries are 
constantly being redrawn. The authors' enquiries into the se-
mantics of inclusion and exclusion, the religious dimensions of 
leadership, the definitions of the self and the private, and the lin-
guistic strategies of survival in conditions of extreme oppression 
are only some of the most important fields in which the new, 
comprehensive approach to the study of language in the political 
sphere is being put to the test. 

The German Historical Institute owes thanks to many individ-
uals and institutions. First of all, thanks must go to the former di-
rector of the German Historical Institute, Professor Hagen 
Schulze, whose generous support and enthusiasm for the topic 
made the conference possible. Dr Matthias Reiss gave useful ad-
vice during the planning phase and helped to establish contacts. 
We are also grateful to those who, like Professor Ingrid Gilcher-
Holtey, Professor Raphael Gross, Dr Jochen Hellbeck, Professor 
Lucian Holscher, Dr Nick Stargardt, and Professor Melvin 
Richter, stimulated debate and chaired sessions during the con-
ference. The difficult task of carefully revising the texts of the 
non-anglophone contributors was undertaken by Dr Angela 
Davies. In addition, Angela Davies greatly helped in editing the 
volume. Many thanks go to her for her untiring efforts. Critical 
comments by Professor Terence Ball, Professor Kathleen Can-
ning, Professor Michael Freeden, Professor Jörn Leonhard, Dr 
Sandra Ma8, Dr Oliver Muller, Professor Stefan Plaggenborg, 
and Dr Nick Stargardt were very helpful. The main credit, how-
ever, for conceiving and organizing the conference, as well as 
for editing the present volume, should go to Professor Willibald 
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Steinmetz, and I should like to take this opportunity to express 
my thanks to him. 

Andreas Gestrich 
London 
February 2010 




