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The Academic Community 
Modern and Contemporary Historians 

A. J. NICHOLLS 

Before 1914, there was no great institutional intimacy between the 
historical professions of the two countries, both being rather insu-
lar in their outlook. This did not mean that individual scholars 
did not pay attention to the work of their colleagues on either side 
of the North Sea; scholarly journals and the biographies of indi-
viduals testify to the fact that, if anything, intellectual contacts 
were more strongly developed before the First World War than 
thereafter. 1 This was especially true in the fields of classical stud-
ies, philology, and medieval history. There was, however, a per-
ceived inferiority on the British side of the Channel, since 
German universities had a very high reputation for scholarship, 
whereas English universities (and this did not apply to the Scots) 
were as much social experiences for the national élite as intellec-
tual powerhouses sponsoring research. British scholars who 
wanted to progress in their profession often studied at German 
universities; the reverse was less common, although the Rhodes 
scholarships at Oxford had created a small bridgehead for 
Germans who fulfilled Rhodes's criteria of aptitude for worldly 
success. 

1 The first issue of the the English Historical Review inJanuary 1886 began with an article 
by Lord Acton describing the development of different schools in German history. 
Although professing respect for the pioneering work of German historians, especially in the 
history of ideas, Acton was unenthusiastic about German historical method and remarked: 
'Probably there is no considerable group less in harmony with our sentiments in approach-
ing the study of history than that which is mainly represented by Sybel, Droysen and 
Treitschke, with Mommsen and Gneist, Bernhardi and Duncker on the flank. Up to this 
moment it is the best found and most energetic of all; and as there is no symptom of declin-
ing favour and authority, it is important to understand along what lines of reasoning men 
so eminent, so quick to enquire into every new thing, have adhered to maxims which it has 
cost the world so much effort to reverse' (Lord Acton, 'German Schools of History', English 
Historical Remew, I (1886), 7-42). 
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Even those British men who tried to improve themselves by 
experiencing the academic freedom practised in great German 
research universities did not always react with warmth to the 
experience. The great figures of the historical school of Ranke, 
Treitschke, and Meinecke did not seem overly interested in Britain, 
despite Ranke's history of England, which was not his greatest 
work. In the Wilhelrnine Empire the academic view of Britain was 
not particularly favourable. Austen Chamberlain, who attended 
Treitschke's lectures in 1887, complained to his family that these 
had revealed to him a new side to the German character, 'a 
narrow-minded, proud, intolerant Prussian chauvinism'. This was 
not altogether surprising, since Treitschke had jettisoned an earlier 
liberal admiration for British institutions. Instead he adopted the 
view that Britain was continuously hostile to Germany, and that 
British naval supremacy, in particular, would have to be destroyed. 
He raged against the 'dreadful English hypocrites' whose Empire 
was based upon an 'abundance of sins and outrages'. Even a trip 
to Britain shortly before his death only confirmed these views; he 
referred to London as being like 'the dream of a drunken devil', 
and told his students that he hoped 'this English air bubble so 
called the English state, would eventually burst'. 2 

The outbreak of the First World War did not help matters; his-
torians on both sides of the conflict entered with zeal into what we 
might now consider to be the public relations battle to demonstrate 
that their own side was the innocent victim of aggression and that 
Prussian militarism, on the one hand, or materialistic British cap-
italism, on the other, bore full responsibility for the outbreak of 
hostilities. For the first but not the last time, Rhodes scholarships 
were suspended for Germans. In the aftermath of the war liberal 
historians of what might be loosely termed the Fisher/Trevelyan 
school stressed the difference between a good liberal unification 
movement in Italy-somewhat tarnished, to be sure, by the arrival 
of Mussolini-and the unfortunate state-worshipping, jackbooted 
variety in Germany. 3 The German historical profession, for its 

2 Peter Winzen, 'Treitschke's Influence on the Rise of Imperialist and Anti-British 
Nationalism in Germany', in Paul Kennedy and Anthony Nicholls (eds.), Natwnalist and 
Racialist Movements in Britain and Germany before 1914 (London: Macmillan, 1981), 157-9. 

3 Trevelyan contrasted the British achievement of the 'sovereignty of the people' in the 
1832 Reform Act with the fate of the Germans: 'The people did not become sovereign in 
Germany when Bismarck granted limited popular rights, because those rights had not been 
won by the action of the nation itself, as the first Reform Bill had been won.' He later 
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part, was greatly engaged in the battle against the so-called war 
guilt lie associated with the Treaty of Versailles, which had the 
spin-off effect of producing that admirable series of volumes of 
German diplomatic· documents, Die Große Politik der europiiischen 
Kabinette. These were considered by the German academic estab-
lishment, and by many neutral observers, to provide overwhelming 
proof of Germany's innocence in the outbreak of the First World 
War. 4 It is perhaps worth noting here that Professor Medlicott, in 
his inaugural lecture as Stevenson Professor of International 
History at the London School of Economics in May 1955, argued 
that if the aim of the publication had been to destroy the simplic-
ity of the original war guilt thesis, it had succeeded, but 'if it hoped 
for a positive academic judgment helpful to German aspirations in 
the nineteen twenties it surely failed'. 5 There were of course, 
exceptions to this apologetic tendency in Germany, but perhaps 
the best known, Friedrich Meinecke's pupil Eckart Kehr, was really 
only to become famous after the Second World War, when his 
work was taken up with enthusiasm by a school of critical German 
historians in the mid-196os. In neither Britain nor Germany was 
the historical study of the other country well represented at uni-
versity level during the inter-war period. 

On the British side, it might be remarked that the establishment 
of the discipline of International Relations as a subject for serious 
academic study in such places as the London School of Eco-
nomics, Oxford University, and, above all, in the Royal Institute of 
referred to Bismarck's rule as 'a new type of despotism'. George Macaulay Trevelyan, 
British History in the Nmeteenth Century (1782-1901) (London: Longmans, 1922), 242 and 36o. 
Fisher wrote: 'In Italy the triumph of nationalism was associated with the establishment of 
Parliamentary government on the English plan; in Germany with its decisive defeat.' He 
did, however, note that 'at regular intervals the cleansing tides of universal suffrage swept 
through the Reichstag and enabled fresh formations of opinion to make themselves felt in 
the political life of the country'. His appreciation of Mussolini and Hitler was only margin-
ally more favourable to the former, but he regarded the acceptance of Nazi philosophy by 
the Germans as a 'note of that lack of balance and moderation which goes with the char-
acter of this remarkable people, at once the most virile and enthusiastic, the most industri-
ous and submissive, the most methodical and sentimental in the world.' H. A. L. Fisher, A 
History qf Europe (London: Edward Arnold, 1936), 980-1 and 1206. 

4 Albrecht Mendelssohn Bartholdy,Johannes Lepsius, and Friedrich Thimme (eds.), Die 
Grq/Je Politilc der Europiiischen Kabinette 1871-1914: Sammlung der diplomatischenAkten des Auswiirtigen 
Amts (Berlin: Deutsche Verlagsgesellschaft fur Politik und Geschichte, 1925-7). See also 
Immanuel Geiss, 'The Outbreak of the First World War and German War Anns',Joumal 
q[Contemporary History, vol. 1, no. 3 (1966). 

5 A. N. Medlicott, 'The Scope and Study oflntemational History', Inaugural Lecture, 
16 May 1955, lntemationa/Affairs, 31 (1955), 413-26, at 421. 
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International Affairs at Chatham House created an ongoing inter-
est in Anglo-German relations. This was furthered by the work of 
one of the Institute's earliest staff members, John Wheeler-Bennett, 
who went to live in Germany during the Weimar period and stayed 
there until shortly after the Röhm purge, in which he narrowly 
escaped the murderous attentions of the SS. He pioneered a type of 
contemporary historical investigation using a combination of pub-
lished materials and in-depth interviews which informed such books 
as Brest-Litovsk: The Forgotten Peace; Hindenburg: The Wooden Titan; and 
later his controversial but influential book on the German army in 
politics, The Nemesis of Power, for which he was able to supplement 
personal knowledge of the dramatis personae with documents from 
captured German archives. Wheeler-Bennett's books aroused criti-
cism in Germany, but in Britain they helped to stimulate interest 
amongst a generation of younger historians, a generation which 
included William Deakin, author of the definitive study of Hitler's 
relationship with Mussolini, The Brutal Friendship; James Joll, whose 
writings on Rathenau and on the Second International introduced 
many British scholars to the complexities of German intellectual life 
and revolutionary movements, and who was later to fill the chair of 
International History at LSE held by Professor Medlicott; and Alan 
Bullock, whose biographical studies of Hitler were long unsur-
passed. 6 Also influential in this context was another Oxford histo-
rian, A.J. P. Taylor. Taylor's biography of Bismarck and his study of 
German history, concentrating on the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, were certainly not friendly to Germany, but they were 
nevertheless valuable as lively introductions to the subject for British 
students. 7 I would avoid referring to these scholars as a 'school' since 
their political viewpoints, methodological approaches, and intellec-
tual interests were by no means uniform. Some of them, like Hugh 
Trevor-Roper, who made important contributions to controversies 
over Hitler's last days in power, his war aims and the nature of 

6 Alan Bullock, Hitler: A Study in 7:Yranny (London: Odharns Press, 1952); id., Hitler and 
Stalin: Parallel Lives (London: HarperCollins, 1991). F. W. Deakin, The Brutal Friendship: 
Mussolini, Hitler and the Fall ef Italian Fascism (London:Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1962).Jarnes 
Jail, The Second International, r889-r914 (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1955); 
id., Intellectuals in Politics: Three Biographical Essays (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1960). 
J. W. Wheeler-Bennett, Hindenburg: The Wooden Titan (London: Macmillan, 1936); id., Brest-
Litovsk: The Forgotten Peace, March r9r8 (London: Macmillan, 1938) and id., The Nemesis ef 
Power: The German Anny in Politics, r9r8-1945 (London: Macmillan, 1953). 

7 A. J. P. Taylor, The Course ef German History (London: Harnish Hamilton, 1945); id., 
Bismarck: The Man and the Statesman (London: Harnish Hamilton, 1955). 
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National Socialism, wrote mainly on issues other than Germany.8 

They did, however, create a dialogue with German historians which 
was to continue and intensify from the end of the Second World 
War. 

These scholars were all to a greater or lesser degree affected by 
the experience of appeasement before 1939 and the total war 
which followed it, which meant that initially they were unlikely to 
be too sympathetic towards the historical establishment in West 
Germany. Anglo-Saxon scholarship, in general, tended to stress 
the elements of continuity it perceived between the illiberal char-
acteristics of the Wilhelmine Empire and the Nazi dictatorship. I 
say Anglo-Saxon because, of course, one should remember that 
American scholars such as Gordon Craig, or German expatriates 
in US universities, like Hajo Holborn or Hans Rosenberg, also 
tended to present a more critical view of the Bismarck legacy at a 
time when the pre-1914 Empire was perceived, in West Germany 
at least, to have been something of a Golden Age. We should also 
remember the contribution within Britain itself of a very distin-
guished list of refugee historians from Germany, although it was 
not until the mid-195os that the work of such important figures 
as Francis Carsten began to make an impact on British histor-
iography. 9 

It could hence be argued that at the beginning of the 1950s the 
academic élites in these two countries held quite different percep-
tions of Germany's political and even social development in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and of the reasons for difficult 
Anglo-German relations during the period from roughly 1890 
until 1945. The leading figures in the German historical profession, 
the Zunft as it was sometimes unkindly called, included men like 
Gerhard Ritter, Karl Dietrich Erdmann, and Hans Rothf els who, 
whilst unequivocally condemning the Third Reich, tended to take 
a more benign view of Germany's role in the pre-First World War 
period, to stress the weaknesses of the Weimar Republic and the 

8 H. R. Trevor-Roper, The Last Dqys ef Hitler, 2nd edn. (London: Macmillan, 1950), and 
'The Mind of Adolf Hitler', the introduction to Hitler's Table Talk, 1941-4 (London: 
Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1953). 

9 Francis L. Carsten, The Origins ef Prussia (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1954). This book 
was based on his Oxford University research thesis, completed in 1942, and it was not well 
received in Germany owing to its stress on social and economic factors. See Francis L. 
Carsten, 'From Revolutionary Socialism to German History', in Peter Alter (ed.), Out efthe 
Third Reich: Refagee Historians in Post-War Britain (London: Tauris, 1998), 25-39. 
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external pressures upon it from rapacious neighbours and Soviet 
Communists, and to emphasize the importance of German resis-
tance against Hitler, whilst noting that it had not been very well 
supported from London before or during the war. Their inter-
pretation of the Third Reich also tended to stress the malign 
influence of Hitler himself and some of his more extreme follow-
ers-such as Himrnler, Alfred Rosenberg, or Goebbels-and to 
gloss over the extent to which there had been widespread support 
for the Nazi movement, not least amongst members of the histor-
ical profession. 

British historical elites nearly always adopted the opposite point 
of view. They explained National Socialism with reference to 
inherited traditions of an anti-Semitic or anti-democratic charac-
ter. So far as German interpretations of British history were con-
cerned, these were cautiously positive, but usually stressed that 
Britain had enjoyed the great advantage of well-established insti-
tutions operating behind safe island frontiers, a happy security 
which lasted at least until the Zeppelin raids in the First World 
War. 

It was obvious, however, that the question which was bound to 
loom large in Anglo-German historiography was that of the 
responsibility for what had happened in the period between 1933 
and 1945. It should be remembered that, whatever continuity there 
may have been between the historical elites in Germany before and 
after 1945-and this is an issue which has raised its head again 
recently10-the German historical profession did turn its scholarly 
attention at a very early stage to the problem of Die Bewiiltigung der 
Vergangenheit or overcoming the past. One of the earliest research 
institutions established in the Federal Republic was the lnstitut für 
Zeitgeschichte in Munich, under the direction of Paul Kluke, 
Helmut Krausnick, and later Martin Broszat. It organized research 
into the Third Reich, achieving an admirable level of scholarship 
and transforming our understanding of the Nazi dictatorship. The 
journal of the Institute in Munich, the Vierteljahrshefte für 
Zeitgeschichte, the first volume of which appeared in 1953, is still the 
most prestigious periodical dealing with contemporary German 
history. It is worth remembering that many of the figures who are 

10 See e.g. Gotz Aly, 'Riickwartsgewandte Propheten: Willige Historiker-Bemerkung 
in eigener Sache', in id., Macht Geist Wahn: Kontinuitiiten deutschen Denkens (Berlin: Argon-
Verlag, 1997), 153-83. 
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now regarded in some quarters as conservative members of the 
Zunft, Werner Conze, Karl Dietrich Erdmann, Theodor Schieder, 
and Hans Rothf els, were members of the supervisory board of the 
Institute or the editorial board of the journal. It is also interesting 
to note that from the beginning political scientists were represented 
in this venture-most notably Theodor Eschenburg. Indeed, one of 
the most important works of historical scholarship to appear in 
Germany in the 1950s was also that of a political scientist-using 
the term in its German rather than American sense-Karl Dietrich 
Bracher's Die Auflösung der Weimarer Republik (Stuttgart and 
Di.isseldorf: Ring Verlag, 1955). Bracher eschewed any sort of 
nationalist apologia for Weimar's demise and made clear the 
importance of structural weaknesses in the German political sys-
tem. These included the lack of an effective parliamentary tradi-
tion, the inappropriate behaviour of political parties, the 
uncooperative nature of the bureaucracy, the ideological presup-
positions of national elites, the damaging influence of economic 
pressure groups, the fateful powers of the Presidency under the 
Weimar constitution, and the damaging influence of the Reichswehr. 
If I were to choose a single book which has had the most influence 
on the historical reassessment of Germany in the twentieth century 
I would pick that one. It was, of course, followed by important 
works from Bracher on the National Socialist seizure of power and 
the German dictatorship itsel£ 

Far more sensational, however, was the impact of a work which 
came later and dealt with a rather more well trodden theme, 
namely the German involvement in the outbreak of the First 
World War. This was Fritz Fischer's Griff nach der i#ltmacht: Deutsche 
Kriegsziele 1914-1918 which came out in 1961. It is now rather diffi-
cult to imagine why this book aroused such deep passions, but the 
fact that it did is itself not without significance. It should be remem-
bered that as late as October 1963 the first full Ambassador to 
Britain after the Second World War, Hans Heinrich Herwarth van 
Bittenfeld, published an article in which he started by pointing out 
that many people in Britain still believed, and I quote, 'wrongly as 
it is now acknowledged', that Germany had been chiefly respons-
ible for the outbreak of the First World War. This assumption of 
German innocence ofresponsibility for the War in 1914 illustrates 
the gulf which still existed between historical elites in Britain and 
Germany, since by that time most British undergraduates were 
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being brought up on the work of the Italian historical journalist, 
Albertini, whose work The Origins of the War of 1914 took a rather clif-
f erent view. 11 

Therefore, it was something quite new for a prestigious German 
historian to announce that the German authorities had in fact 
entered the war fully expecting to get something out of it, and that 
they continued to harbour grandiose plans for territorial expansion 
throughout most of its duration. A ferocious row broke out within 
the German historical profession, which spilled over into other 
countries, including Britain. Many ofFischer's senior historical col-
leagues in Germany either accused him of fouling his own nest, or 
of presenting his case in an over-simplified fashion. Fischer was 
supported mainly by his own pupils, such as Imanuel GeiB, whose 
documentation of the July crisis in 1914 was possibly even more 
damaging to conventional German views than the work of his pro-
fessor.12 British historians were, with one or two exceptions, sympa-
thetic to Fischer, and he also received a great deal of support from 
scholars in the United States. James Joll, though not uncritical of 
Fischer, wrote an introduction to the British edition of Grijf nach der 
Weltmacht. One of the important features of the Fischer controversy 
was that it involved German and British academics in wide-ranging 
discussions on the whole issue of causes and objectives in the First 
World War, something which was part of an international debate, 
reflected not least in the International Historical Congress at 
Vienna in 1965. It became evident that historical discussion did not 
need to be viewed from a confrontational and 'patriotic' position. 
Differences of opinion could run across national boundaries, and 
this was a healthy development which could bring with it benefits 
for scholarship. The fact was that, thanks to support from a number 
of organizations, including the British Council and the Deutscher 
Akademischer Austauschdienst, British and German academics 
and graduate students were able to make contact with each other on 
a much more regular basis than had been possible in the past. On 
the German side the establishment of the Volkswagen Foundation 
as the result of the privatization of the Volkswagen Works in 1961 

11 To be fair to Herwarth, his article was followed by another by the British Ambassador 
in Bonn, Christopher Steel, which put the blame on Austria and Russia. See 
H. H. Herwarth, 'Anglo-German Relations: A German View', International R.elations, vol. 39, 
no. 4 (Oct. 1963), 511. For Steel's contribution, see 'A British View', ibid. 521. 

12 lmanuel Geiss (ed.)Julikrise und Kriegsausbruch 1914: EineDokumentation, 2 vols. (Hanover: 
Verlag fur Literatur und Zeitgeschehen, 1963-4). 
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meant that academic research could now hope for adequate fund-
ing, especially if it showed itself interested in scientific enquiry which 
reached out beyond West Germany's frontiers. 

On the British side, reforms in higher education funding meant 
that graduate students whose interests had been aroused by the 
Anglo-German controversies of the 1950s and early rg6os were 
able to obtain with relative ease scholarships to work in Germany, 
and found themselves in German archives, universities, and insti-
tutes where they were assisted by German researchers and 
archivists. Often they made close friendships, if not with the most 
senior professors then, even more helpfully, with their chief assist-
ants. 

The Fischer controversy was in some ways a genteel prologue to 
the more prolonged convulsion which shook German universities 
after 1968 and which is sometimes misleadingly referred to as the 
student revolution. It should not be forgotten that besides the 
wilder and more telegenic forms of student protest, a considerable 
intellectual ferment was going on in the German historical profes-
sion, both in terms of method and politics. Many younger German 
historians-and here the names of Hans-Ulrich Wehler, Jurgen 
Kocka, Hans and Wolfgang Mommsen come to mind-were 
approaching their subject in a critical fashion, being determined to 
jolt Germany out of what they perceived to be parochial attitudes, 
and to subject received ideas to rigorous criticism. Sometimes, but 
by no means always, this criticism used a neo-Marxist frame of ref-
erence. Although Fischer's work had been more of a moral crusade 
than a socio-economic analysis of the Wilhelmine Empire, many of 
those who sympathized with him began to question the belief in 
the primacy of foreign policy. This concept had informed much 
German historical writing in the eighty years after the foundation 
of the German Empire by Bismarck, and indeed it could be 
noticed in the assumptions underlying the works of many British 
diplomatic historians, Professor Medlicott himself not entirely 
excepted. Having earlier espoused a more critical assessment 
of Bismarck's Empire, British historians found themselves being 
overtaken by a rush of young Germans in a hurry, arguing that 
domestic politics, industrialization, and class conflict were the 
motive forces which had driven nineteenth-century Germany. 
They announced der Primat der Innenpolitik-the message of Eckart 
Kehr, whose essays were reissued by Hans-Ulrich Wehler in 
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1965. 13 This is not to suggest that the Kehrite School, as it was 
sometimes rather misleadingly called, had it all its own way in 
Germany during the late 1960s and 1970s, but it did help to create 
a new atmosphere of multipolarity in debate which encouraged 
British historians to involve themselves more closely with their 
German colleagues. 

The expansion of universities in both Britain and Germany in 
the 1960s and early 1970s meant that there were more opportun-
ities for ambitious and innovative historians in both countries. In 
West Germany many of the new generation had spent extended 
periods as graduate students or visiting fellows in the United States 
of America-particularly at the great graduate schools, such as 
Harvard, Princeton, or Stanford-and could speak fluent English. 
They had also come into contact with different approaches to his-
tory from those current in post-war Germany, especially in the 
field of social and economic history. For their part, the British were 
experimenting with new forms of university syllabus; in particular 
the concept of interdisciplinary European Studies-a combination 
of language, history, literature, and politics of European coun-
tries-was successfully developed in universities like Sussex and 
East Anglia. Anglo-German exchanges and colloquia became a 
common feature of historical scholarship, enriching the academic 
life of both countries. At the University of Sussex, for example, 
there was established an exchange of senior historical staff with the 
University of Freiburg. From 1968 Edgar Feuchtwanger, a histor-
ian of both Britain and Germany, started a link between the 
Universities of Southampton and Frankfurt (Main), and from 1978 
until 1986 Richard Evans, whose own doctoral research had been 
devoted to the then almost untilled field of German feminism, ran 
a series of seminars at the University of East Anglia to which he 
invited groups of Germans working on social history, which was 
still relatively underdeveloped in the Federal Republic. They dis-
cussed with their British colleagues subjects such as the history of 
the family, the peasantry, crime, religion, health and medicine, and 

13 Eckart Kehr, Der Primal der lnnenpolitik: Gesammelte Aef.satze zur preuJJisch-deutschen 
Soziafgeschichte im 19. und 20.Jahrhundert, ed. and with an introduction by Hans-Ulrich Wehler 
(Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1965). For discussions of the 'critical school' of German histori-
ans see Gerhard A. Ritter, The .New Social History in the Federal Republic ef Germany (London: 
German Historical Institute London, 1991), 21-37, and Stefan Berger, The Search for 
.Normality: .National Identity and Historical Consciousness in Germa,ry since 1800 (Providence and 
Oxford: Berghahn Books, 1997), eh. 4. 
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unemployment. It is worth noting that this admirable effort was 
funded at first by the British Social Science Research Council and 
then, when government cuts hit that body's budget, by the Nuffield 
Foundation and the University of East Anglia. 14 The commitment 
to a new form of social history, looking at society from the bottom 
up rather than from the top down, was a feature of British histor-
ical writing in the 1960s and 1970s. It had led to the foundation 
of the History Workshop, and owed a considerable amount to 
the influence of Marxist and neo-Marxist scholars such as 
E. P. Thompson and T. W Mason, and of the French Annales 
School, which had been relatively unimportant in West German 
historiography. Thus influences were certainly moving in both 
directions, and stimulating debate at various levels. 

There is no doubt that the 1960s and 1970s saw an unparalleled 
increase in academic contacts between Britain and West 
Germany-the German Democratic Republic being if anything 
rather more isolated from the West than some other Soviet bloc 
communities. To draw on my own experience, at St Antony's 
College in Oxford in 1965 there was established a programme of 
Visiting Fellowships for German historians which came to be affec-
tionately referred to as the 'Volkswagen Professorship' because it 
was supported for the first eleven years by the Volkswagen 
Foundation. It brought a series of distinguished German professors 
to Britain, where they gave unstintingly of their expertise, not only 
in St Antony's but in lectures all round the country. Those who 
contributed especially to British understanding of German schol-
arship and who also took back to Germany insights which they 
gained in Britain included Gerhard A. Ritter of Munster and later 
ofMunich University, K. D. Bracher, Martin Broszat, Fritz Fischer 
himself, Wolfgang Mommsen, Werner Conze, Lothar Gall, 
Thomas Nipperdey, and Hans-Peter Schwarz. 15 

One of the most impressive and important examples of Anglo-
German co-operation in the field of Modern History during this 
period was the establishment of the German Historical Institute in 

14 Richard J. Evans, Rethinking Gennan History: .Nineteenth Century Genna1!)1 and the Origins ef 
the 17zird Reich (London: Allen & Unwin, 1987), 8~. 

15 The Visiting Fellowship was later supported by the Leverhulme Trust, the German 
Academic Exchange Service, and the Stifterverband fur die Deutsche Wissenschaft, with 
special funding from C & A Mode, Diisseldor£ For a list of the Professors until 1995, see 
A.J. Nicholls and Reiner Pommerin,30 Years efGennan Viriting Fellows at StAntony's College 
r965-r995 {Oxford: St Antony's College, 1996). 
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London. It must be said at the outset that this was very much a 
German initiative and that the substantial funding required for it 
came from the Federal Republic. Once again that admirable 
organization, the Stiftung Volkswagenwerk (today the Volkswagen 
Stiftung), played a key role in it, but the initiative for its establish-
ment came from an academic, Dr Carl Haase, Keeper of the 
Archives of Lower Saxony, who, having visited the German 
Historical Institute in Rome in 1967, was struck by the thought that 
there ought to be a similar institution in London. 

He was particularly keen that archivists from Lower Saxony 
should be able to work in London, given the close historical 
links between Hanover and the United Kingdom. The problems 
of a divided Germany also played a role here, because Dr 
Haase was an enthusiastic board member of the Hansischer 
Geschichtsverein. This learned society for the historical investiga-
tion of the Hanseatic ports covered both German states, but it was 
clear that such collaboration would soon cease and that then most 
of the Baltic would be effectively closed to Western researchers. He 
felt that Anglo-German relations would be a fruitful field in which 
archivists and historians could work over a lengthy historical 
sweep. Haase wrote to Dr Gambke, the head of the Volkswagen 
Foundation, and to a senior official in the Ministry of Education 
and Science, and began to mobilize support for what was clearly 
going to be a major new historical venture. He approached a num-
ber of historians interested in Britain, in particular Professor Paul 
Kluke of Frankfurt University, who had been one of the founders 
of the Institut für Zeitgeschichte in Munich. By February 1969 the 
Deutsch-Britischer Historikerkreis had been established at 
Frankfurt am Main, consisting of seven German and seven British 
historians. The most influential of the latter was the Director of the 
Institute of Historical Research in the University of London, 
Professor Geoffrey Dickens, a specialist in the History of the 
Reformation with a strong interest in Germany. On 5 December a 
Verein zur Forderung des Britisch-Deutschen Historikerkreises 
was set up, significantly enough being registered at the 
Headquarters of the Volkswagen Foundation in Hanover. Haase 
and Kluke were the leading members on the German side, but 
sadly Dr Haase became ill. His place on the committee was taken 
over by Professor Gerhard A. Ritter of Munster, who had been the 
first Visiting Volkswagen Fellow at St Antony's in Oxford and 
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whose interest in British history went back to the 1950s, when as a 
graduate student in Oxford he had written a B.Litt. thesis on the 
British labour movement and the Bolshevik Revolution. Also very 
important at that time was the Treasurer of the Verein, Dr 
Wolfgang Mommsen, President of the Federal Archives, not to be 
confused with Professor Wolfgang]. Mommsen of the University 
of Dusseldorf, who was to become the director of the German 
Historical Institute in August 1977. Before that, however, the insti-
tute itself had to be founded. lnjanuary 1972 the Verein opened a 
small office in Chancery Lane, run by Lothar Kettenacker, where 
it began to organize conferences and grant scholarships to British 
and German Ph.D. candidates. Finally, on 4 November 1976 the 
German Historical Institute, funded by the Federal Ministry for 
Research and Technology, opened with Professor Kluke as 
Director and Lothar Kettenacker as his deputy. It was ideally situ-
ated near the British Library and the then Public Record Office as 
well as the central buildings of London University. However, its 
quarters were very cramped and on a temporary lease. When this 
lease fell in it appeared that the Institute might have to move into 
suburbia, thus losing its uniquely advantageous position for visit-
ing researchers from either Germany or Britain. It was thanks to 
the energy and imagination of the second director, Professor 
Wolfgang]. Mommsen, that a dilapidated but beautiful building at 
17 Bloomsbury Square, which had been occupied by the British 
Pharmaceutical Society and which the building officials of the 
relevant Federal German ministry regarded as far too risky for 
public purchase, was acquired and transformed into what must 
surely be one of the most attractive academic institutes anywhere 
in Europe. In this enterprise Professor Mommsen was helped by 
the far-sighted policy of the Volkswagen Foundation, which was 
prepared to buy and renovate the building, the origins of which 
date back to the seventeenth century, and rent it to the Institute. It 
was formally opened on 2 December 1982 in the presence of the 
Duke of Gloucester. 16 

The Institute has played a very important role in forging links 
between British and German communities of historians, but it has 
also stimulated interest in the history of the United Kingdom and 

16 German Historical Institute London, Gennan Historical Institute undon, 1976-1986 
(London: German Historical Insititute London, 1986), g-16. 
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the British Empire amongst German historians, and in particular 
amongst doctoral and post-doctoral scholars. The list of publica-
tions under the auspices of the Institute since 1977 illustrates this 
well. To take only a limited number of examples, in 1976 Marie-
Luise Recker, now a professor at the University of Frankfurt, 
published England und der Donauraum, 1919-1929: Probleme einer 
europaischen Nachkriegsordnung (Stuttgart, 1976); Hans-Christoph 
Junge produced a study of the Cromwellian Navy, Flottenpolitik und 
Revolution: Die Entstehung der englischen Seemacht wahrend der Herrschaft 
Cromwells (Stuttgart, 1980); Hermann Wentker wrote about British 
aims in the Crimean War in Zerstörung der Grqj]macht RujJland? Die 
britische Kriegsziele im Krimkrieg (Gottingen, 1993). Nor has medieval 
history been neglected. In 1996, for example, Alfred Haverkamp 
and Hanna Vollrath edited a volume on England and Germany in the 
High Middle Ages (Oxford, 1996), and in 1997 Barbel Brodt pro-
duced a study of urban development in East Anglia in the four-
teenth century, Städte ohne Mauern: Stadtentwicklung in East Anglia im 
14. Jahrhundert (Paderborn, 1997). Generally speaking, however, it 
can be said that the weight of publications has tended to lie in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Two themes particularly 
worth noting are the studies of British and German imperialism 
which Professor Mommsen certainly encouraged as a result of his 
own research expertise and which have continued to be a feature 
of the Institute's research agenda; and secondly the study of 
German exiles in Britain, especially those who were important 
for academic developments. Gerhard Hirschfeld's Exit in 
Grqj]britannien: Zur Emigration aus dem nationalsozialistischen Deutschland 
appeared in 1982 (with a British edition two years later), and in 
1997 Peter Alter published Out of the Third Reich: Refugee Historians in 
Postwar Britain. 

Under Mommsen's successor, Adolf M. Birke, the Institute 
embarked on an ambitious project in conjunction with the 
archives of Lower Saxony to publish a handbook listing and 
describing the documents held in the Public Record Office relat-
ing to the British occupation of Germany after the Second World 
War. This major research tool was published in 1993, edited by 
Adolf M. Birke, Hans Booms, and Otto Merker with the general 
title Control Commission for Germany: British Element, Inventory. Under 
the leadership of its next Director, Peter Wende, the Institute 
embarked on an innovative project for the publication of diplo-
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matic reports from British embassies in Germany between the end 
of the Napoleonic wars and the unification of Germany under 
Bismarck. 

In general, the Institute has provided a stimulus to Anglo-
German historical research in all areas of Modern History, broadly 
defined. Its lectures, seminars, and workshops have been of great 
assistance to those of us whose students are researching into 
German topics at graduate level and its library is invaluable. 

It has also given generous hospitality to the association of British 
historians working on German and Austrian topics, the German 
History Society. The founding of this society in 1977 reflected the 
growing number of historians and graduate students in Britain 
whose research interests were focused on Germany. The society 
combined its Annual General Meeting every year with a confer-
ence in London, but was determined also to hold conferences 
throughout Britain, and in the first five years of its existence 
regional gatherings were held at the universities of Aston, 
Leicester, Swansea, Manchester, Glasgow, and Dublin, an indica-
tion of the spread of interest in German history throughout British 
universities. In the 1980s the Society flourished to such an exent 
that its members decided to set up a journal, and in the autumn of 
1984 the first edition of German History, edited by Richard Evans 
and Mary Fulbrook, made its appearance, published at that time 
at the university of East Anglia. Since then it has expanded greatly 
and publication was taken over first by the Oxford University Press 
and latterly by Arnold. 

So far as the Political Scientists-using that term more in the 
British than in the American sense--are concerned, here, too, 
there has been a growth of interest in German politics, centring on 
the development of democratic systems in West Germany, on the 
success, and possibly decline, of Volksparteien like the CDU and the 
SPD, and on the foreign policy of the Federal Republic with special 
emphasis on Ostpolitik. Leading figures to be mentioned here-
though I should hasten to add this is by no means an exhaustive 
list-would be Willy Paterson, who has analysed the SPD from var-
ious viewpoints and maintains a watching brief over contemporary 
political developments; Stephen Padgett, who, with Eva Kolinsky, 
was the first editor of the journal German Politics, which began in 
April 1992; Peter Pulzer, whose recent account of West German 
politics is a masterly summary of that country's constitution and 
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political culture; 17 Anthony Glees, who presented a challenging 
interpretation of Germany's recent history in Reinventing Germany; 
and Gordon Smith, who has produced some of the best evaluations 
of West German democracy. 

It is a matter of great satisfaction that, once again with help from 
the German Academic Exchange Service, the Institute for German 
Studies has been established at the University of Birmingham as a 
centre for research and graduate teaching in the politics, inter-
national relations, economics, and culture of contemporary 
Germany. 

In Germany itself there has, so far as I know, been rather less 
institutional development of British History. This has been partly 
due to the relative meanness of British state authorities in funding 
equivalent facilities to the Visiting Professorships and the Institutes 
in the Federal Republic by comparison with the generosity and far-
sightedness of German public authorities and Foundations. 
Nevertheless, the German Association for the Study of British 
History and Politics, in which Gustav Schmidt has played a lead-
ing role, has an impressive list of publications. Mention should also 
be made of the Institute of British Studies attached to the 
Humboldt University in Berlin, in which political science and 
recent history are well represented. There have also been a num-
ber of initiatives by German historians such as Gerhard A Ritter 
when he was holding a Chair at Munster, Bernd-Jurgen Wendt in 
Hamburg, and Gustav Schmidt in Bochum, all of whom have 
attempted systematically to further the study of Britain in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries. Ritter has been particularly prolific 
in looking at comparative social policy in the two countries; Bernd-
Jurgen Wendt and Gustav Schmidt have worked extensively on 
British foreign policy in the twentieth century, with special atten-
tion to the appeasement policies of the pre-1939 period, and 
Schmidt has more recently examined the British relationship with 
NATO and the European Community after 1945. 18 

17 Peter Pulzer, German Politics, 1945-1995 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995); 
Anthony Glees, Reinventing Germany: German Political Development since 1945 (Oxford: Berg, 1996). 

18 e.g. Gerhard A. Ritter, Social Welfare in Germany and Britain: Origins and Development 
(Leamington Spa: Berg, 1986); Bemd:Jiirgen Wendt, &onomicAppeasement: Handelund Finam:. 
in der britischen Deutschlandpolitik 1933-1939 (Diisseldorf: Bertelsmann Universitatsverlag, 
1971); and Gustav Schmidt, Z,wischen Biindnissicherung und Priviligi.erte Partnerschefi: Die deutsch-
britischen Beziehungen und die Vereinigten Staaten von Amerika, 1955-1963 (Bochum: Brockmeyer, 
1995), 
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What is the conclusion to be drawn from this examination of the 
relationship between the academic study of Modern History and 
Politics at British and German universities? I think the most 
important is that the elites of both countries-and in Germany at 
least the professoriat still enjoys the status of an élite - are now 
accustomed to working together as part of a general academic dis-
course which transcends frontiers, and do not think of themselves 
as British or German. Many of the German colleagues I have 
mentioned in this chapter are as comfortable addressing academic 
audiences in the USA, France, or for that matter Australia, as they 
would be in Britain, and they do not see themselves, as many of 
their forerunners in the immediate post-war period would have 
done, as spokesmen for their country's national interests. The 
same is true for British historians. In the famous discussions which 
raged in the 1970s over the intentionalist and structuralist inter-
pretations of Nazi Germany, for example, British and German 
scholars were to be found on both sides of the discussion and many 
took positions from which they could cheerfully open fire on either 
camp. Many of us remember vividly the conference held in 1977 at 
Cumberland Lodge near Windsor at which Tim Mason, Jurgen 
Kocka, Klaus Hildebrand, Martin Broszat, Michael Geyer, and 
many others argued over the importance of institutional 
Darwinism and class conflict as against anti-Semitic ideology in 
the development of the Third Reich. This is a subject which has 
not lost its interest, even in the 199os. 19 

Similarly, the argument which dominated the 1980s about the 
meaning or validity of the so-called German Sonderweg saw histori-
ans from Britain like Geoff Ely and David Blackbourn letting fly at 
German colleagues who had apparently come to accept without 
question that the German bourgeoisie had feebly allowed itself to 
be f eudalized by a dominant aristocratic élite instead of carrying 
out the democratic revolution which both neo-Marxism and mod-
ernization theory seemed to demand. They irritatingly pointed out 
that such a clear-cut bourgeois-democratic revolution had never 
occurred anywhere else, and so it was rather unfair to expect it 
of the Germans. Interestingly enough, their explosive joint work 

19 This is reflected in the controversy surrounding Daniel]. Goldhagen's Hitler's Willing 
Executioners: Ordinary Germans and the Holocaust (London: Little, Brown, 1996), which was crit-
ically received by scholars in Britain-see e.g. Brendan Simms, 'A Nation Minded to 
Murder?' in the Times Higher Education Supplement, 29 Mar. 1996, 20. 
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The Peculiarities of German History appeared in German as Mythen 
deutscher Geschichtsschreibung: die gescheiterte Revolution von 1848 in 1980, 
four years before it was published by OUP in Britain. Their rejec-
tion of a German Sonderweg was by no means universally accepted, 
either in Britain or in Germany, but it clearly caused many 
German and British historians to reconsider some basic assump-
tions, and the influence of their critique can be detected in the 
nuanced magnum opus on German social history produced over 
recent years by Hans-Ulrich Wehler. 20 

In the other direction, German historians' views on British pol-
icy towards European integration after the Second World War 
have added a critical edge to the debate about Britain's attitudes 
towards its European neighbours during the 1950s and 1960s. 
Clemens Wurm and Gustav Schmidt, for example, have provided 
us with sympathetic, but ultimately critical accounts of British pol-
icy towards the EEC during its formative years, highlighting the 
strategic and economic reasons for British reluctance to commit 
the United Kingdom to supranational authority, and contrasting 
this with the more focused dirigisme of the French during the same 
period.21 

In other areas, such as social or gender history, German and 
British collaboration has become an accepted aspect of the inter-
nationalization of these disciplines, and is taken for granted. In a 
recent collection of essays edited by Lynn Abrams and Elizabeth 
Harvey there are contributions by Claudia Schopmann, Regina 
Schulte, and Heide Wunder alongside those of American and 
British scholars of gender history. 22 It is also noteworthy that the 
journal German History now carries numerous articles by German 

20 Hans-Ulrich Wehler, Deutsche Gesellschaftsgeschichte 1849-1914, vol. iii: Von der 'Deutschen 
Doppelrevolution' bis zum Beginn des Ersten Weltkrieges, 1949-1914 (Munich: Beck, 1995), See, in 
particular, eh. IV A, 848-rnoo. For my own views on the Sonderweg, see A.J. Nicholls, 'The 
Myth of the German Sonderweg', in Cyril Buffet and Beatrice Heuser (eds.), Haunted by 
History: Myths in International Relations (Providence and Oxford: Berghahn Books, 1998), 
2og-22. 

21 Clemens A. Wurm's views are accessible in English in 'Two Paths to Europe: Great 
Britain and France from a Comparative Perspective', in id. (ed.), Western Europe and Germany: 
7he Beginnings ef European Integration 1945-1960 (Oxford: Berg, 1996), 175-200. See also id. 
(ed.), Wege nach Europa: Wirtschqft und Aef]enpolitik Grefibritanniens im 20. Jahrhundert (Bochum: 
Brockmeyer, 1992), and Gustav Schmidt (ed.), Grefibritannien und Europa-Grefibritannien in 
Europa: Sicherheitsbelange und Wirtschefis.fragen in der britischen Europapolitik nach dem zweiten 
Weltkrieg (Bochum: Brockmeyer, 1989). 

22 Lynn Abrams and Elizabeth Harvey (eds.), Gender Relations in German History: Power, 
Agen9 and Experience.from the Sixteenth to the Twentieth Century (London: UCL Press, 1997). 
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colleagues as well as those written by members of the British his-
torical profession writing about Germany. 

I should, however, end this fundamentally optimistic essay on 
a note of caution. As Richard Evans remarked in rg8r: 
'Historiography is a fragmented discipline; not only are there innu-
merable sub-disciplines and specialisms, but increasingly there are 
also competing theories and methodologies as well.'23 Despite the 
eclipse of Marxism following the demise of the Cold War, this is still 
true of Modern History, and a fortiori of political science. There is 
always a danger that the fragmentation will weaken the academic 
élite and destroy its solidarity. In both our countries, the develop-
ment of closer and more fruitful contacts at university level has 
been the result of enlightened policies by governments and founda-
tions. Gifted researchers, teachers, and students are the backbone 
of such discourse, but they cannot operate without appropriate 
resources. During the last decades financial stringency has been 
cutting into universities and research, first of all in Britain but now 
increasingly in Germany too. It would be both tragic and ironic if, 
at a time when the European Union is supposedly bringing elites 
together, lack of funding for graduate students, senior researchers, 
academic conferences, and collaborative research projects should 
push us back into a parochialism from which we have not long 
escaped. 

23 Evans, Rethinking German History, 89. 
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