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‘For more than 150 years German historians have been writing in favour of

a German nation ... They have wanted to revive or strengthen the German
nation state, but only few have aimed at taming it.’

Hans-Ulrich Wehler, ‘Einleitung’, in: Theodor Schieder,

Das deutsche Kaiserreich von 1871 als Nationalstaat

‘There is no close relationship between “securing identity” and “German
national history” or “European history”, as is sometimes alleged ... If the task
is to mediate between “life history” and “universal history”, then there is no
need at all for “national history”.’

Bodo von Borries, GeschichtsbewufStsein als Identitdtsgewinn ?

Fachdidaktische Programmatik und Tatsachenforschung

‘The future has become more open, one waits expectantly and has the feel-
ing of treading on thin ice.’

Jiirgen Kocka, ‘Die alte Bundesrepublik wird Geschichte’,

in Frankfurter Rundschau
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Foreword

‘THE SEARCH FOR NORMALITY’

Six YEARS LATER

History Writing and National Identity in Germany
at the Beginning of the 21st Century

Y dentity is impossible without history, and there is no history with-

out identity’. Thus stated the president of the Federal Republic of
Germany, Johannes Rau, at the last Historikertagin Halle in Septem-
ber 2002. Rau was calling on historians to write history that would
foster feelings of national identity under the conditions of a rapidly
changing immigration society (Einwanderungsgesellschafi)." Just before
the Historikertag opened, Hans-Ulrich Wehler had controversially
remarked on Germany’s ‘problems with its Turkish population
(Tiirkenproblem)’. Muslim Turks, he had argued, were impossible to
integrate into German society. Wehler had then gone on to pontifi-
cate on the undesirability of Turkey’s membership in the European
Union.? This interview with Wehler demonstrated, above all, that the
Einwanderungsgesellschaft had the potential of mobilising racist senti-
ments among key players of the historical profession. Since this book
was first published six years ago, a range of debates on national iden-
tity have come and gone.? Not all involved historians, but historians
were prominent participants in many of them. The president’s
speech and Wehler’s interview are just two examples of many which
demonstrate the continuing strong link between history writing and
national identity creation. The investigation of this link is at the very
heart of what follows.

The controversies surrounding the reconstruction of the Berlin
palace have been resolved in favour of rebuilding* and the portrayal
of national history in museums in Bonn and Berlin raises few ques-
tions today.’ Yet attempts to remove the National Socialist years from

Notes for this foreword begin on page xxiii
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the centre of historical attention continue to be futile. Not only has
the Jewish museum in the new capital been a huge success, but,
despite continuing questions surrounding the financing of the
“Topography of Terror’ exhibition, it looks as though it will eventu-
ally find a permanent home. The holocaust memorial and the House
of the Wannsee Conference, a permanent exhibition centre on the
terror regime of the Nazis, will also help to keep the memory of Ger-
many’s darkest years alive.® Furthermore, the exhibition on the
crimes of the Wehrmacht in the Second World War was very much
in the headlines. Following Bogdan Musial’s revelations that some of
the photos used in the exhibition were incorrectly ascribed as being
Wehrmacht soldiers, it was completely redesigned and went on dis-
play again in November 2001.” More dubious histories of the Second
World War, blaming everything on Hitler and attempting to white-
wash the Wehrmacht have also appeared,® but the success of the
exhibition in debunking the myth of the ‘clean’ German army is
beyond doubt. More recently, the decision of an increasing number
of companies to examine their own histories during the Third Reich
has been widely discussed.” Lively debates have also surrounded the
decision to pay out compensation for former slave labourers in Nazi
Germany.!’ In 2000, Norman Finkelstein’s book on the ‘holocaust
industry’ caused much debate among historians.!! In 2001, Lothar
Machtan’s study alleging Hitler’s homosexuality briefly agitated the
public.”? Yet there are signs that the continued historical concern
with the National Socialist past continues to produce negative reac-
tions from sectors of the German public. The conservative Konrad-
Adenauer-Foundation bemoans, from time to time, the strong
presence of the National Socialist past in the school curricula.’® What
is more, according to a recent representative survey of German stu-
dents, more than a third of them do not want to be confronted with
the National Socialist past any longer, and a significant proportion
even showed signs of anti-Semitism.!* It is clear that post-Goldhagen,
debates on the holocaust have not subsided.

As the dispute surrounding the Hannah-Arendt-Institute for
Research on Totalitarianism in Dresden has demonstrated once
again, there are those who would like to remove the National Social-
ist past from its central place in German identity debates.”” Conser-
vative politicians in Saxony seemed intent on ensuring that the
Institute prioritises research on ‘the second German dictatorship’ in
the GDR over the Nazi dictatorship.!® The GDR past has undoubt-
edly remained the second biggest focus for history debates in Ger-
many. The publication of the Black Book of Communism has spawned
renewed controversies about totalitarianism and the nature of Com-
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munism. The German translation included an additional chapter
about the GDR, which was mercifully absent from the original.”

The history of the twentieth century continues to shadow German
identity debates at the beginning of the twenty-first century. Sugges-
tions by a Social Democratic minister to merge Berlin and Branden-
burg in a newly reconstituted Prussia raised the temperature of the
discussions for a short while.!® The Prussia year in 2001 did not cre-
ate the same debates that characterised the previous anniversary in
1981, but the folkloristic and cultural recourse to Prussia as refer-
ence point for German identity has become more widely accepted
than was the case in the early 1980s. In other ways the ‘German East’
has recently been a matter of much concern in Germany. The por-
trayal of Germans as victims of the Second World War?® gathered
momentum with Guido Knopp’s popular five-part television series
on the flight of Germans from the advancing Red Army and the
expulsions of Germans from Eastern Europe (Die groSe Flucht, first
screened in 2001).2! The novelist Giinter Grass, one of the fiercest
critics of the re-nationalisation of German identity in the early 1990s,
published a much-discussed novella in which the story of the suffer-
ing of the German civilian population fleeing from the advancing
Red Army and the impact of that story on German collective mem-
ory take centre stage.?” In line with his argument that the topic of
German suffering in the Second World War should not be left to the
radical right, Grass has subsequently supported the idea of a German
National Foundation (Nationalstifiung), one of whose tasks would be
to keep alive the memory of German cultural achievements in East-
ern Europe.?? Historians such as Manfred Kittel have eagerly taken
up this issue and are propagating an historiographical offensive on
the history of what once had been ‘Prussia’s East’. Historians,
according to Kittel, need to break from the West German taboo on
writing about Germany’s east, if the threat of a complete loss of Ger-
man cultural heritage and a total ‘historiographical Polonisation’ is to
be avoided. Germany, in short, needs to remember its spiritual part
in the making of the European East.?* German loss, German suffer-
ing and German victimhood have certainly all been foregrounded in
the second half of the 1990s, although not always in an attempt to
exculpate German guilt and avoid German crimes in and responsi-
bility for the Second World War. In the debates surrounding Jorg
Friedrich’s book on the Allied bombing war against civilian targets
in Germany,?® some commentators have problematically celebrated
the rediscovery of Germans as victims as something which reunifi-
cation of the country has made possible.?

The celebrations of the ten-year anniversary of reunification in
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2000 sometimes showed liberal-conservatives, such as Horst Moller,
lamenting the allegedly missing foundational myths which would
unite all Germans, East and West.?” Yet many of his colleagues par-
ticipating in the public debate confirmed Germany’s ‘normality’.
The German weekly Die Zeit opened on 28 September 2000 with the
heading ‘Praise to the Germans. Ten Years Since Reunification — a
Totally Normal Country’. Manfred Gortemaker, a historian at the
University of Potsdam, wrote in the Berliner Zeitung of 1 October
2000 of the differences between 1871 and 1989, but also confirmed
the theme of a ‘return to normality’. The Berlin Zagesspiegel, in its lead
article of 2/3 October 2000, saw the country making the ‘transition
to a quieter rhythm. What next? Stabilisation? Normalisation?’
There was still a question mark. But, without quoting more celebra-
tory statements, the drift of the argument is clear: normality is
rapidly becoming the new German Sonderweg?® After all, it would
seem absurd to read an article in a leading British or French news-
paper loudly proclaiming the country’s normality. The normalisa-
tion discourse is part and parcel of a re-nationalisation discourse. As
Heinrich August Winkler has repeatedly put it: ‘It was a mistake to
think that the nation was a thing of the past.”?

In a brief preface it is impossible to do justice to the richness and
complexity of debates involving historical consciousness and
national identity which have been taking place in Germany during
the last six years. Yet, given the continued importance of this theme
in public debates, is it simply a matter of business as usual? I think
not. Significant changes and new departures deserve to be men-
tioned. To begin with, the ‘new right’, which formed such a promi-
nent part of the story six years ago, has all but vanished from the
public scene in Germany.?’ Its leading representatives such as Rainer
Zitelmann and Karl-Heinz Weissmann have been completely mar-
ginalised. The new right failed to win a foothold within the
respectable mainstream of German historiography. Its few institu-
tional strongholds have either declined in importance or have been
taken away from them. Thus, for example, the weekly newspaper
Junge Freiheit, despite claims to the contrary, has not been able to
influence public opinion outside its circle of dedicated right-
wingers.?! The Ullstein publishing house was returned to the centre-
ground and attempts of a right-wing take-over were ultimately
prevented.

What had already been emerging in 1997 can now be confirmed:
Those in the liberal-conservative mainstream, who had at times
defended representatives of the new right against attacks from more
left-liberal historians, and whose agenda had many common refer-
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ence points with that of the new right, ultimately were not prepared
to form a lasting alliance®. Such reluctance can partly be explained
with the new right’s anti-Western stance, and partly with its clumsy
and unconvincing attempts to rewrite the history of National Social-
ism in a more positive light. Historians belonging to the liberal-con-
servative mainstream were staunch defenders of Westernisation and
the integration of Germany into Western alliances, such as the Euro-
pean Union and NATO. They had few sympathies with the new
right’s Deutschtiimelei, which had strong parallels to the traditional
anti-Western animus of the German right before 1945. The current
search for ‘normal’ national identity takes place very firmly along
Western lines. The new national emphasis seems compatible with
liberal-democratic principles and a positive attitude towards further
European integration.

According to Ulrich von Hehl, liberal conservatives could legiti-
mately view themselves as belated victors in the Historikerstreit of the
mid-1980s.3* This made them even less likely to join forces with a
maverick right wing. Reunification had in any case largely silenced
their opponents who had argued against any re-nationalisation of
German identity in the mid-1980s. In fact, some of their former
adversaries were now advocating re-nationalisation. The argument
could now be heard that 1989/90 was the first opportunity to bring
together the national and the democratic principle in German his-
tory after a similar attempt to merge nationalism and democracy
had failed in 1848.3° The highpoint of attempts to portray 1990 as
the moment when the nation, at long last, arrived at a democratic
and Western identity (which had been successfully nurtured and
developed in West Germany after 1949) was Heinrich August Win-
kler’s two volume German history appropriately entitled ‘The Long
Way West.?6

If the former adversaries in the Historikerstreit had moved closer
together during the 1990s, they are still capable of differing substan-
tially over particular issues. It is therefore only a partial consensus
that has emerged in post-reunification historiography. Westernisa-
tion, the merger of a democratic with a national self-understanding,
and the continued importance of the National Socialist years (albeit
with different valuations) for German identities — those are the key
pillars which are underwritten by all mainstream participants in the
public debate on national identity and historical consciousness
today.

Six years ago, I was careful not to neglect the historians in the
GDR in my analysis, both before and after 1989/90. There have
been a number of new and important publications on GDR histori-
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ography since 1997.%8 In the 1950s and 1960s, historians in the GDR
missed the opportunity to move beyond the national paradigm and
instead fell back on sometimes very traditional forms of national
narratives.? Yet, quite apart from a wide range of serious criticisms
that could have been levied against them, historians in the GDR, by
the late 1980s, had also achieved a great deal. The near total destruc-
tion of GDR historiography after 1990 (see chapter 7) remains one
of the most questionable forms of ‘coming to terms’ with the second
German state and its history. The overwhelming majority of former
historians in the GDR have since withdrawn from the history field,
many have gone into early retirement, others, especially the younger
ones, have changed professions. Yet, after more than ten years, a his-
torical sub-culture has developed in East Germany which is largely
organised by former GDR historians. Widely ignored by the official
West-German-dominated historiography of the reunified Germany,
this ‘second German scholarly culture’*® has been, among other
things, rethinking the GDR past. It has tried to maintain networks of
communication between former GDR historians, and contributes to
the plurality of voices making up the historical discourse in Ger-
many today.*!

National history writing itself has increasingly become the object
of study in the second half of the 1990s. Konrad Jarausch imported
the term ‘master narrative’ from Anglo-American debates on the
nature of history writing. Translated as ‘Meistererzihlung, Kocka,
together with a number of scholars, has been investigating national
master narratives in Germany.*? Edgar Wolfrum has analysed in
great detail the complex relationship between history and politics in
Germany. His concept of Geschichtspolitik is very useful for any criti-
cal examination of the relationship between history writing and
national identity creation.*® In addition, the magisterial attempt to
transfer Pierre Nora’s hugely influential idea of the ‘lieue de
mémoire’ to Germany has produced three impressive volumes on
German memory places.** The emphasis is on the fragmentary, con-
tradictory and open-ended nature of all forms of collective mem-
ory, but all attempts to survey the collective memories of the
nation run the risk of providing a highly selective list of memory
places which is then cast in stone. Hence, on the one hand, studies
on collective memory heighten our awareness of what constitutes
identity, but, on the other hand, they also contribute to identity for-
mation.

Yet, overall, few German historians still attempt to distil essences
of national history. Rather, they tend to concern themselves with the
different ways in which the nation has been constructed and remem-
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bered. This is an important step on the road to a genuine pluralisa-
tion of national discourses. The acceptance of such plurality will be
a precondition for more open and more tolerant identity discourses.
In addition to the innovative work on the themes of nationalism and
national identity mentioned above, the concept of identity itself has
come under considerable scrutiny. Lutz Niethammer has described
it as a ‘plastic word’ meaning nothing and everything at the same
time.*® Niethammer, one of the doyens of oral and everyday life his-
tory in Germany, has consistently been among the strongest critics of
the national paradigm in the old Federal Republic.*’

In addition to such fundamental critiques of identity discourses,
new research themes and areas have helped to undermine the tradi-
tionally strong links between history writing and national identity
creation. Recent research on civil societies has already been demon-
strating its potential to transform traditional concerns with national
paradigms and move the historical discipline towards transnational
perspectives.*® Histories of migration and cultural exchange between
different cultures have heightened awareness of the hybrid nature of
all European nation states.*” Another area of research that promises
to problematise national paradigms is that of gender history.
Recently many historians (not only in Germany) have explored the
fascinating twists and turns of the gendering of national discourses.
Others have usefully explored the emotional hold of historical mem-
ory and its impact on national identity formation.’! The various
forms of symbolic representation of the nation have found particular
interest among historians. The cultural turn in the historical sciences
has had a significant impact on a younger generation of German his-
torians. Their research has been particularly successful in trans-
gressing the national paradigm where it has been comparative in
nature. One noteworthy example has been the comparison of
attempts to overcome older nationalist historical paradigms in Japan-
ese and German historiographies after 1945.52

A genuinely transnational and comparative investigation into the
structures and workings of national histories will play an important
part both in understanding the diversity of national histories and
preparing the way for further dialogue and understanding among
nation states.”® Only a detailed and comparative analysis of the
processes of construction, stabilisation and erosion of national histo-
ries and wider historical representations will allow us to gain an
insight into how diverse states and peoples have constructed and
continuously reconstruct their national histories. From this vantage
point one could problematise stumbling blocs which prevented a
constructive interaction of national history with transnational ten-
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dencies. Comparing national histories can thus help to understand
processes of territorialisation which are not necessarily restricted to
the national level. They can provide important insights on regional-
isation and globalisation alike.

A variety of conferences in the 1990s were dedicated to the
analysis of national historiographical traditions in comparative per-
spective.’* They demonstrated, among other things, that the com-
parative method needs to be supported by an analysis of cultural
transfer processes, as all memory places attempt to symbolise the
authenticity of ‘their’ national history while at the same time depend-
ing on references to other histories which are related to ‘their own’.
Models from other, often rival historical cultures, have been taken
up and used in different national surroundings.”® Surely, Andreas
Eckert is right when he calls on his fellow historians to end ‘the
remarkably strong national historical navel gazing’ in German histo-
riography and to encourage a more global orientation of historical
research and teaching.’®

In light of the insignificance of the new right in Germany today,
as well as research agendas which now aim to transgress the national
paradigm, or question and critically analyse the link between history
writing and national identity creation, I wonder if I was too pes-
simistic and worried in 1997, as several reviewers of this book sug-
gested?” I think this would only be the case if one constructs the
argument of the book to be about a straightforward return of Ger-
man historiography to nineteenth-century Prussianism. Admittedly,
my own emphasis on the long continuities in German historiography
from the nineteenth to the twentieth centuries perhaps lent itself
towards creating this impression. Certainly, my use of the term ‘Prus-
sianism’ in 1995 was misleading,’® which is why I did not use it much
in this volume. Today, I would also want to introduce a greater note
of caution with regard to some of the continuities in German histori-
ography discussed below. In particular, the break in German histo-
riography after 1918 needs to be emphasised more. I wrote in 1997
that the Nazi years produced ‘little that can be classified as genuine
Nazi historiography’ (p. 38). With the ongoing research on Volks-
tumsforschung and the deep involvement of a great number of Ger-
man historians in the Nazi plans for a new racial order in Europe,
this statement can no longer be retained.’® The concepts of ‘Volk’
and ‘race’ clearly challenged the traditional concern with nation and
state after 1918 and fed directly into a racialised historiography
which served the Nazi state between 1933 and 1945.5° Some of the
most influential post-war West-German historians, such as Werner
Conze, Theodor Schieder and Hans Rothfels, had been deeply
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involved in Volksgeschichte and the dubious services it provided for the
Nazi regime.%! Furthermore, my argument that one can only speak
about a ‘delayed break’ with the national tradition after 1945%2 was
not meant to depreciate important ruptures that did indeed occur.
The excesses of hypernationalism and the strong anti-Western think-
ing that had characterised so much of the historical discourse in
Weimar Germany, were largely absent after the end of the Second
World War. Yet the commitment to the propagation of positive
national identity remained in place among the vast majority of Ger-
man historians.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century Prussianism is
unlikely to return to the Federal Republic. But, as Part II of this book
demonstrates, under the impact of reunification, the discursive field
within mainstream German historiography has been changing. The
boundaries between liberal conservative and left liberal positions
were being redrawn during the 1990s. In 1990, Karl Heinz Bohrer’s
plea to his fellow citizens ‘to become a nation’ again was controver-
sial. More than ten years on, the goal has been generally accepted.
A return to national identity and a commitment to nationalising Ger-
man identity is unmistakable among mainstream German historio-
graphical and political discourse.®

A number of other critics of this book sought to challenge my
analysis by arguing that mine was not a scientific enquiry but more
a political pamphlet. I have addressed those claims at length else-
where,% and therefore only want to reiterate my general suspicion of
attempts to delineate a neatly scientific method from political posi-
tioning in the broad meaning of the word. Of course there are disci-
plinary rules and regulations, but those do not exist in a vacuum. It
makes no sense to juxtapose the autonomy of history as a scientific
discipline to politics. Historians internalise (usually during their
training) and seek to ensure civilised and regulated forms of debate
within scholarly discourse. In pluralist and democratic societies, they
form the basis for such discourse, but they cannot and should not
replace debates about their scope, meaningfulness and adequacy.
But to doubt the autonomy of history from politics, as I indeed do, is
clearly not the same as to say that history is subordinate to, or a mere
function of, politics. It is perfectly possible, and I certainly claim to
do this in what follows, to write an interpretation of historical events
which follows the established practices of historical scholarliness, for
example, the practices of source criticism, logical argument, and
allowing for the possibility of checking, criticising, and revising its
truth-claims. Method provides the intersubjective epistemological
criteria for coherence and correctness, yet such ‘objectivity’ is
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restricted to respecting the rules of the game.

The political dimension of history writing can be acknowledged
without reducing history to politics by accepting the perspectival
nature of all knowledge: all truth-claims are interpretative, partial,
and revisable within the boundaries of rational, scientific discourse.
A fact is only ever a fact within a specific framework of description.
This not only allows for a plurality of true statements, it also means
that the realm of facts cannot neatly be separated from the realm of
values and politics. Factual statements already presuppose norma-
tive choices. Values can be hidden (as is usually the case with his-
torists®), or they can be brought out in the open. Whichever is the
case, knowledge is only possible within particular political-norma-
tive-ideological ‘horizons of expectation’.”” What is on offer in this
book is a historical argument, which openly declares its social, cul-
tural and political investments and implications. I make explicit my
underlying cognitive interests (Erkenntnisinteressen), as far as that is
possible for any author. The Search for Normality has no pretension as
being a neutral reading of the sources. Its arguments depend on
moral norms and political dispositions, which should not be kept
artificially before the gates of historical enquiries.

My book can in many respects be read as a sequel to Georg
Iggers’s classic work on the German Conceptions of History.®® Whilst it
does not claim to be of equal significance, it proudly stands on the
shoulders of this giant and gladly acknowledges its debt towards
Iggers’s interpretations. For anyone interested in the development of
the national master narrative in more recent German historiography,
my book will hopefully provide a useful guide through the multitude
of historical debates surrounding the nation state.®® If, as one
reviewer kindly predicted, it ‘will surely become a standard item on
every reading list for every course on German history in the English-
speaking world”,” I shall be more than satisfied.

Stefan Berger
Cardiff, December 2002
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Chapter 1

HIiSTORIOGRAPHY AND
NATION-BUILDING

Some Preliminary Remarks

he nation has returned to Germany with a vengeance. A ‘new

right” has emerged in the reunified country with the resurrection
of ‘a self-confident nation’ as the focal point of its programme.! Of
course, nationalism always survived within the plethora of extreme
right-wing organisations that accompanied the history of the old Fed-
eral Republic. It scored spectacular successes at the ballot box in the
early 1950s, the late 1960s and the mid-1980s. However, what is
worrying about the post-reunification renaissance of the national
idea is that ‘new right’ thinking had some impact on the centre-right
and even on some sections of the left in Germany.? An ‘extremism of
the centre™ has surfaced in the reunified country, and public discourse
has steadily shifted to the right for the past seven years. Changes to
the liberal asylum laws, discussions about the fight against organised
crime and the remilitarisation of foreign policy all testify to the
changing Zeitgeist. The repercussions amongst Germany’s intellectu-
als are unmistakable. Some of its most prominent writers such as
Hans-Magnus Enzensberger, Botho Straufl and Martin Walser have,
in their different ways, all put forward ideas for a renationalisation of
German identity.* Philosophers such as Dieter Henrich and Karl
Heinz Bohrer,’ film-makers like Hans Jiirgen Syberberg,® and the-
atre directors like Frank Castorf” have all contributed to what is one
of the most hotly debated public issues in Germany today. This

Notes for this chapter begin on page 15.



2 The Search for Normality

national debate has been rekindled not only by extreme right-wing
newspapers like Junge Freiheit (weekly circulation by March 17, 1997:
36,000) or MUT, but also by the more mainstream papers such as
Die Welt, Rheinischer Merkur and Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung® The
Ullstein publishing house and publishers like Herbert Fleiner pro-
vided the neo-nationalists with an important outlet for their ‘new
right’ agenda.’

Historians have been prominent participants in this debate. After
1989 the alleged ‘normality’ of the nation-state found its enthusiastic
propagators amongst German historians, both inside and outside of
the university sector. It is mostly historians of the old Federal Repub-
lic who are at the very heart of the current debate. Therefore this
book largely concentrates on developments in West Germany. How-
ever, former East German historians should not be further margin-
alised than they already have been (if that is possible). Ignoring East
German historiography altogether would, in a perverse way, con-
tribute to the post-1990 ‘national turn’. Hence, I have included brief
surveys of the GDR historians and their views on the national ques-
tion in chapters two, three, four and seven.

This study’s focus on the role of historians as nation-builders fur-
ther demands close attention to the politics of historians and its
impact on their research agendas and historical interpretations.
Unlike Thomas Nipperdey, for example, I do not believe in the
autonomy of history as an academic subject from politics. Yet I do
recognise that my emphasis on historical consciousness and national
identity has to leave aside a number of methodological debates and
key concepts which have been crucial for the development of the
discipline over the past two centuries. This current study does not
pretend to be a total history of German historiography. Its aim is
more modest. It seeks to highlight one particular tradition and its
renaissance in contemporary historical discourses — that of the his-
torians’ commitment to nation-building. The shaping of historical
consciousness and culture!® is not only, not even predominantly
done in scholarly tomes written by university professors. However,
the increased public media presence of academic historians in and
after the events of 1989/90 is in itself testimony to efforts to recreate
the nineteenth-century role of history as the leading subject for polit-
ical orientation. Nevertheless, prominent participants in the debates
on national identity have been political scientists, often with a strong
interest in contemporary history, like Karl Dietrich Bracher, Kurt
Sontheimer, Hans-Peter Schwarz, Eckhard Jesse or Bernard Willms.
Others have been historically trained journalists and/or publishers
such as Joachim Fest or Wolf-Jobst Siedler. I have therefore adopted
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a broad definiton of who can actually lay some claim to being a his-
torian, so as not to exclude significant opinions from the debate.

The commitment of historians to nation-building can look back
on a long tradition in German historiography," its major function
being to uphold national honour and glory and create national iden-
tity. The self-perception of German historians as promulgators of the
national idea has had a lot to do with their high social status and the
very strength of historism. Historism is a confusing term. Histori-
cism, the far more common term in English, is even more confusing,
because the one word refers to two quite separate set of ideas. On
the one hand it describes a notion, criticised and rejected by Karl
Popper, that history develops towards a particular end according to
predetermined laws. On the other hand it refers to a concept, rep-
resented most prominently by Leopold von Ranke, which under-
stands all political order within its own historical context. Hence, I
propose to use historicism only for Popper’s concept and to intro-
duce the term ‘historism’ for the German Historismus (in contrast to
the German Historizismus).

Yet even if we distinguish between Popper’s notion of historicism
and historism, the latter still remains a multi-faceted phenomenon
which often is defined in very different forms. In our context of
nation-building historism became important in three different ways.
At a basic level the assumption underlying historism that any given
society can only be understood on the basis of its historical develop-
ment, meant in effect, that historians were given the automatic right
to interpret the present given that they supposedly held the key to the
past. Secondly, the historist’s insistence that an emphatic ‘under-
standing’ (Verstehen) forms the only basis from which to grasp both the
‘individuality’ and the ‘development’ of historical phenomena has
been interpreted by Friedrich Meinecke as specifically German.™
Historism’s methodology was explicitly pitted against the allegedly
more facile methods of ‘Western’ positivism. Meinecke’s hugely influ-
ential emphasis on different cultural traditions with reference to Ger-
man historism served the purpose of underpinning the widespread
belief in German superiority over the West and thus strengthened the
nationalist mood amongst German historians. Thirdly, the individu-
alising concept of Verstehen suffered from a value relativism which did
not allow for any normative assessment of historical events. Together
with the Rankean belief in an evolutionary process inherent in his-
tory, historism tended to write the history of the victors and condemn
the losers to the garbage heap. Hence the small-German Prussian
historiography, equipped with the instruments of historism, teleolog-
ically wrote the history of the nineteenth century as one great move-
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ment towards 1870. Historians became, in Nipperdey’s words, the
‘main speakers for the nation’ (Festredner der Nation)."

The dominance of historism over German historiography only
came to an end after 1945. In East Germany it was replaced by a
Marxist-Leninist perspective highly critical of historism’s method-
ological and political legacy. In West Germany a delayed break with
historism occurred in the 1960s. A heterogeneous group of histori-
ans, sometimes referred to as ‘critical historians’, aimed at ending
the close relationship between defence of the nation and historiog-
raphy. Much of critical historiography was Social Democratic or,
more broadly speaking, left-liberal in its political orientation. Yet it
would be misleading to speak of a school of ‘critical historians’ in
the Federal Republic. With reference to methodological innovation,
it would be more correct to speak of the emergence of ‘histori-
cal social science’ in the 1960s."* Often the supporters of ‘histori-
cal social science’ were also to the fore in criticising the national
tradition of German historiography. Yet, more traditional scholars
like Karl-Dietrich Bracher or Eberhard Jéckel could also be found
amongst the critics of that national tradition. Hence critics of the
national paradigm were not synonymous with practitioners of ‘his-
torical social science’. The politics of historiography often cut across
the methodological debates.

At times the politics of German historians has been linked to gen-
erational experience which in turn is often linked to political ruptures
epitomised in German history by such dates as 1815, 1848, 1871,
1918, 1933, 1945, 1968 and 1989." For many of the early nineteenth-
century historians the restoration period following the Napoleonic
era became, according to generational theory, the paramount refer-
ence point for their historical work. The shockwaves produced by the
French Revolution made them focus on questions of how a political
order could be stabilised and immunised against revolutionary
threats. For those historians who came of age in the middle years of
the nineteenth century, the struggle for national unity came to be
their guiding light, whilst those who matured in Imperial Germany
sought to defend the united nation against its perceived internal and
external enemies. The generation of the First World War transformed
the ‘experience of the trenches’ into Volksgeschichte and fought to
revise the Treaty of Versailles so as to allow the national reawakening.
Many saw in National Socialism the promise of such national revival.
The generation of the ‘founding fathers’ of the Federal Republic still
had a largely unproblematic relation to the nation-state as they knew
it before 1945. The ‘Yalta generation’, by contrast, born in the late
1920s, socialised under National Socialism and matured in the
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Europe divided at Yalta, came to accept the division of Germany
more easily. The 1968 generation’s concern with the fascist past led
to a critical re-assessment of national history. The 1989 generation’s
concern with nation-building has led to an attempt to save the
national idea from the alleged denigration of its predecessors. Whilst
there is clearly some mileage in generational interpretations of histo-
riographical change, such explanations remain at the same time both
limited and limiting. Some founding fathers of the FRG, such as
Bracher or Golo Mann, for example, were among the first to question
the merit of clinging to the idea of a unified nation state in the 1960s.
Members of the Yalta generation, such as Bernard Willms, always
remained rabid nationalists tirelessly stressing the ‘national impera-
tive’. Old 1968ers, like Imanuel Geiss, have returned to more con-
servative positions in the 1980s and 1990s. Although I should belong
to the 1989 generation, I cannot find much sympathy for efforts to
renationalise German identity. A generational approach to the poli-
tics of historiography in Germany might therefore well obscure more
than it reveals. I shall restrict myself to referring occasionally to gen-
erational impacts, where it seems appropriate, whilst generally con-
fining myself to discussing the various ruptures and continuities in
German historiography within their respective political contexts. In
this way I hope to have avoided any unnecessary homogenisation of
generational experience.

A wide range of historians have recognised that 1989 marked the
latest ‘rupture of consciousness’ in German history and questions
have been asked about its consequence for German historiography.
In April 1995 the Institute for German History at Tel Aviv University,
in conjunction with the Wiener Library, held a stimulating confer-
ence on the subject of historiographical change ‘at era’s end’.! Jiirgen
Kocka has spent considerable intellectual energy on interpreting the
events of 1989, emphasising that ‘such radical change will not leave
unaffected the way in which we write history’.” Peter Bender reached
a similar conclusion: ‘The years 1989/90 form a caesura for the his-
torian as well. It does not matter what his politics are. He simply can-
not ignore the question of what the unexpected unification of
Germany means for our concept of the history of past decades.’®® For
neo-nationalists like Karlheinz Weilmann, the changes of 1989 mark
a welcome opportunity to start revising the misconceptions about
the past.!” Imanuel Geiss wants to reopen the Historikerstreit of the
1980s. The turning point of 1989, according to Geiss, ultimately
serves to show up the failures of critical historians and proves Nolte
and the revisionists right.?’ Kocka has already argued that the
appetite of critical historians for a second round of the Historikerstreit
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may well have been whetted by tendencies to renationalise German
historiography.?! Even if, as will be argued below, the contours of the
opposing camps in this latest of the great battles amongst German
historians are still largely visible, they have also been changing since
1989/90. Commenting generally on the intellectual controversies
which have followed reunification, Lothar Probst wrote: “The process
of German unity has in many ways reinforced the decomposition of
ideologically rigid blocs and led to an increasing differentiation of the
various discourses’ on the nation.?? This is certainly the case in Ger-
man historiography.

Discourses on national identity and historical consciousness®?
have for a very long time been extraordinarily broad and complex.
The topic has attracted considerable attention from historians, soci-
ologists, anthropologists and political scientists who have come up
with a bewildering variety of explanations. Some scholars have dis-
missed national identity as false consciousness. Marxist historians
have tended to interpret national identity as a thinly veiled attempt
to cloak some specific class interest.?* Weberians have also been
analysing nationalism largely in terms of an ideology which fulfilled
and continues to fulfil certain functions in society.?> Others have
stressed the need for national identity. Karl-Rudolf Korte, for exam-
ple, writes: ‘National perceptions of the self and the other are of the
utmost importance in structuring both society and politics.”?® For
A.D. Smith ‘ethnic identity’ lies at the core of ‘national identity’.
‘The nation and nationalism’, according to Smith, ‘ remain the only
realistic basis for a free society of states in the modern world.””

National identity, according to Ernest Gellner, emerges in the
process of industrialisation.?® The latter dissolves traditional ties of
kinship and replaces them with shared norms of a national ‘high cul-
ture’. For Gellner such ‘a common idiom’ is necessary to allow indi-
viduals in any modern society to negotiate their position in society.
National identity becomes a major stabilising factor in modern soci-
eties, and historical consciousness aims at underpinning it. National
identity thus becomes an aspect of modernity. The formation of
industrial societies and the modern state in the nineteenth century
was necessarily connected to the emergence of national identities.

Whilst such a functionalist explanation of the need for national
identity, which is present in many Weberian and Marxist accounts of
the phenomenon, goes some way towards explaining the strong hold
of the nation on many minds and takes seriously the threat of nation-
alism, one nevertheless has to ask how functional the nation-state still
is. At the end of the twentieth century, faced with the increasing
globalisation of markets and communication, a global environmen-
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tal crisis and the limits of national welfare states in advanced capi-
talist countries, one might equally want to draw attention to the
nation as a contingent, historically limited and limiting condition of
humankind. Other constructions might well take its place in the
twenty-first century. Indeed the nation-state would seem to be either
too small or too big for most things. This fundamental truth has not
been changed by the collapse of Communism in Eastern Europe. We
cannot and should not take the concept of the nation for granted.
There is no ‘normality’ of the nation-state. It is a concept devised for
a particular set of questions, a concept which fits a certain set of
beliefs. To do this, it is constructed in a particular way — usually by
‘inventing traditions’ or ‘imagining communities’ which then
allegedly form the basis for the claim to national identity.?’ The inter-
esting thing about national identity is how it is constructed, by whom
and why? Historians clearly play a major role in the processes of
constructing national identity. The struggle for cultural hegemony
between rival political concepts functionalises the past and selec-
tively perceives the present in the light of a constructed past.

The task of the historian, I would argue, is to guard against such
political and ideological misuse of history, to rationalise the politics of
national identity by identifying the variety of national, ethnic and
political myths underpinning it. After all, as Michel Foucault argued,
it cannot be the aim of historiography to offer ‘substitute identities’ to
individuals ‘who do not know who they are or what name they
carry’.” The ‘hunger to belong’ has often been the result of social dis-
organisation.’ Irrational emotive identification with larger collectives
is clearly not indispensable. Recent empirical studies have demon-
strated that a lack of national pride does not have to coincide with
either political destabilisation or psychological illness. It is rather the
other way round: a low degree of national or indeed any collective
pride can be seen as an indicator of a mature self-confidence of the
individual.?? Therefore, representations of the past should not seek to
recreate mythical roots for our national identity. On the contrary,
they should aim at dissolving ideas of imagined identities, thus bar-
ring any easy fallback positions for individuals in their struggle to give
direction and meaning to their lives. The first step, to paraphrase
Marx on culture, is to avoid allowing ‘fog in the brain’ (Nebelbildung
im Gehirn) to build up. This is all the more necessary as the politics of
national identity is often a politics of exclusion. It frequently works on
a them versus us opposition, a friend versus foe dichotomy. In our
quest for national identity we distance ourselves from others. In
inventing our own past we have to invent the past of others who are
perceived as our enemies.?® At the same time, however, we depend
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on our enemies for our self-definition which makes the concept of
national identity all the more confusing and disturbing. Sometimes
national programmes gave prominent place to civic rights and demo-
cratic reforms yet equally, there are strong links between the national
idea and military aggression. To encourage tolerance and under-
standing, to make people accept differences, that is a pressing task in
today’s multi-cultural Germany. The concept of citizenship, based on
the territorial definition of the ius soli is of key importance here. By
contrast, the concept of the nation has little part to play.

If this study starts from the assumption that today’s politics in
Germany makes any return to the concept of national identity
unnecessary and potentially harmful, it also seeks to remind the
reader of the long and unhappy relationship between historiography
and the politics of national identity. The fact that most academic his-
torians in Germany have been civil servants surely had a part to
play in the emergence of a strong link between nation-building and
history writing. With a guaranteed job, high social prestige and fixed
salaries, history professors had little incentive to bite the hand that
fed them. By the late nineteenth century the state had become the
major sponsor of jobs and research funds. A historical profession
which concentrated on constructing a collective national identity was
helpful to the state in several ways. It instilled loyalty to the state in
the history taught at schools and universities. It provided an excel-
lent training ground for future civil servants, particularly those serv-
ing in the German Foreign Ministry. Furthermore, it enhanced the
state’s prestige when it could point to ‘scientific’ research which con-
firmed its own claims and pretensions. Hence the criteria of the
Prussian state for the appointment of professors included not only
academic excellence and prominence in scholarly debate, but also
loyalty to the Hohenzollerns and a political standpoint ‘above
party’.3* This in effect excluded Social Democrats, Jews, Catholics,
Democrats and left-wing Liberals. However, German historians’
motives for legitimating the state’s actions have roots other than eco-
nomic ones. It was not only dependence on the state, but also iden-
tification with the state which transformed historians into apologists
for the nation-state. Hegel’s hypostasis of the state as the incarnation
of historical right and Herder’s insistence on the people as the basis
of a distinct historical collective were both to become hugely influ-
ential. Reacting against the universalism of Enlightenment princi-
ples, historians emphasised the distinct and unique role of the nation.
Nations were increasingly regarded as ‘natural’. They were identified
with specific features, for example ethnicity, culture or language,
which allegedly formed the ‘national spirit’ (Volksgeist). Tracing such



