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28th Transatlantic Doctoral 
Seminar in Ger man History: 
Nineteenth- and Twentieth-
Century Ger man History

Seminar held at Villa Vigoni, Ger man-Ital ian Centre for the 
Euro pean Dialogue, Loveno di Menaggio, Italy, June 29 – July 
2, 2023. Co-Organized by the Ger man Historical Institute 
Washington and the BMW Center for Ger man and Euro-
pean Studies, Georgetown University, in coop er a tion with 
Villa Vigoni. Conveners: Anna von der Goltz (Georgetown 
University) and Richard F. Wetzell (GHI Washington). Faculty 
Mentors: Sam uel Clowes Huneke (George Mason Universi-
ty), Paul Lerner (University of Southern California), Miriam 
Rürup (Universität Potsdam), Stefanie Schüler-Springorum 
(Technische Universität Berlin). Participants: Joachim Bren-
ner (Ruprecht-Karls-Universität Heidelberg), Jonathon Cat-
lin (Princeton University), Émilie Duranceau-Lapointe (Uni-
versity of Michigan), Jack Guenther (Princeton University), 
Martin Hamre (Freie Universität Berlin), Philipp Henning 
(Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin), Chris tian Kleindienst (Uni-
versität Leipzig), Till Knobloch (University of North Carolina 
at Chapel Hill), Kate McGregor (University of New Brunswick 
Fredericton), Verena Meier (Ruprecht-Karls-Universität Hei-
delberg), Robert Mueller-Stahl (Potsdamer Leibniz-Zentrum 
für Zeithistorische Forschung), Tabea Nasaroff (Albert-Lud-
wigs-Universität Freiburg), Kay Schmücking (Martin-Luther 
Universität Halle-Wittenberg), Rachel Weiser (Bos ton Uni-
versity), Brenna Yellin (University of North Car o lina at Chapel 
Hill), Francesca Zilio (Villa Vigoni).

The 28th Transatlantic Doctoral Seminar in Ger man History 
once again brought together doc toral stu dents from North 
America and Europe work ing on dis ser ta tions in nineteenth- 
and twen ti eth-cen tury Ger man his tory. The sem i nar took 
place in the beau ti ful envi ron ment of the Villa Vigoni, the 
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Ger man-Ital ian Centre for the Euro pean Dialogue, whose 
gen eral sec re tary, Christiane Liermann Traniello, and aca-
demic advi sor, Francesca Zilio, pro vided an excep tion ally 
wel com ing atmo sphere, as did the Villa’s remark able staff. 
Taking place over three full days, the sem i nar was orga nized 
in eight pan els, usu ally fea tur ing two papers each, which 
opened with two com ments by fel low doc toral stu dents, fol-
lowed by dis cus sion of the precirculated papers.

The sem i nar started with a panel that brought together 
papers on the related top ics of catas tro phe and the atomic 
age. Jonathon Catlin’s paper “Thinking against Catastro-
phe: A Concept in Twentieth-Century Ger man Thought” 
presented his con cep tual his tory (Begriffsgeschichte) of 
the con cept of “catas tro phe” in Ger man thought and pol-
i tics from the after math of World War I to con tem po rary 
cli mate change. Against the prevailing ten dency to depict 
catas tro phe as a sud den, dis crete, and exter nal event, Cat-
lin crit i cally reconstructed the notion of his tory itself as a 
“per ma nent catas tro phe” that was devel oped by the Frank-
furt School crit i cal the o rists Walter Ben ja min and Theodor 
Adorno from the 1930s to 1960s. This notion, he argued, 
might help us con cep tu al ize the ongo ing threats of cli mate 
change as a slow (if not per ma nent) pro cess imma nent to 
late cap i tal ist forms of life. Joachim Brenner’s paper “Unser 
Freund Atom(ino): ‘Atomare Kindheit’ und die transna-
tionale Popularisierung von Atomenergie in Kindercomic 
und Fernsehen” ana lyzed the Walt Disney pro duc tion “Our 
Friend the Atom” and the Ital ian comic strip “Atomino” to 
exam ine how chil dren in the United States, Italy, East and 
West Germany were pre pared for the “atomic age.” Anthro-
pomorphized atoms and met a phors of friend ship were 
used to win sup port for civil uses of nuclear power in order 
to stim u late inter est in and a respon si ble atti tude towards 
nuclear power, the key tech nol ogy of the Cold War, among 
the youn gest mem bers of soci ety.
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The sec ond panel exam ined the issue of race in the con-
texts of Ger man colo nial his tory and the Nazi regime. Kate 
McGregor’s paper “ ‘Es gibt nur einen Weg zur Schönheit!’ 
[‘There is only one way to be pretty!’]: Racialized Beauty 
Norms in the Ger man South Pacific Colonies 1884–1916,” 
exam ined how nor ma tive con cep tions of beauty shaped the 
lives of white Ger man women and forc ibly col o nized pop-
u la tions in the South Seas. McGregor dem on strated that 
in the Ger man Empire beauty was nei ther a friv o lous nor 
an exclu sively female con cern. White Ger man women (and 
men) in Ger man Samoa and Ger man New Guinea applied 
their def i ni tions of beau ti ful and ugly to the col o nized pop-
u la tions to main tain the racialized colo nial hier ar chy. Émi-
lie Duranceau-Lapointe’s paper “How Racial Categories 
Become Realities: The Bureaucratic Journeys of ‘Jew ish’ 
Petitioners to the Standesamt in Nazi Berlin, 1939–1945” 
pro vided a close anal y sis of peti tions to Berlin’s Standesäm-
ter (mar riage bureaus), filed between 1939 and 1943 by 
Ger man cit i zens who were clas si fied as “Jew ish” or of “mixed 
race” by the Nazi regime and chal lenged their racial clas-
si fi ca tion. In her anal y sis, Duranceau-Lapointe revealed 
how the Personenstandsgesetz of 1937 – in con cert with two 
decrees from the Reichsminister des Innern (1936 and 1941) 
– sought to per ma nently record and fix a per son’s reli gious 
affil i a tion in order to pre vent any “era sure” of “Jew ish ness” 
and thus to ren der “Jews” per ma nently vis i ble and leg i ble.

The third panel explored the role of gen der in two very dif fer-
ent con texts. Chris tian Kleindienst’s paper “The Politics of Jew-
ish Invisibility: (Un-) Sichtbarkeit jüdischer Feminist:innen und 
Wahrnehmung von Antisemitismus in feministischen Bewe-
gungskontexten” ana lyzed antisemitism and Jew ish invis i-
bil ity as intertwined prob lems that de-nor mal ized socially 
pro duced orders of vis i bil ity and made them the object of 
fem i nist cri tique. As some Jew ish fem i nists raised the ques tion 
of their (in-)vis i bil ity, they for mu lated claims for rec og ni tion 
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that connected the fight against antisemitism to the ques-
tion of Jew ish vis i bil ity within the fem i nist move ment. Rachel 
Weiser’s paper “‘Her Place in Production’: Gender, Labor, and 
Socialist Brigades in the Ger man Democratic Republic” con-
sid ered the gen dered nature of indus trial work in the Ger man 
Democratic Republic, spe cif i cally through work ers’ bri gades. 
Women, she argued, carved out space for female com mu-
nity within bri gades and devel oped rela tion ships cen tered on 
gen der sol i dar ity rather than the intended class com rade ship. 
As a result, the fac tory served as a space for women to par tic-
i pate in and refash ion East Ger man social ism.

The fourth panel fea tured trans na tional per spec tives on 
Ger man his tory. Jack Guenther’s paper “The Idea of Ham-
burg: Interpreting Interdependence from the Wilhelmine Era 
to West Germany” asked how attempts to rebuild Germany’s 
eco nomic con nec tions with the world coexisted and con-
tended with the early years of Nazi rule. Guenther’s anal y-
sis of a 1932 cam paign against autarky and the Nazis’ early 
over tures to Hamburg’s mer can tile sec tor argued that the 
city’s free trad ers supported Nazism on the basis of global, 
not domes tic, con sid er ations; the same global per spec tive, 
how ever, led other Hamburg mer chants to reject Nazi rule, 
lay ing the foun da tion for a contested post war recov ery. In 
his paper “Orientalismen in Deutschland und Italien zur Zeit 
des Nationalsozialismus und Faschismus: Ideologie, Geo-
politik und Propaganda” Philipp Henning showed that both 
fas cist Italy and National Socialist Germany were strongly 
influ enced by Orientalist modes of thought, which found 
expres sion both in their ideologies and in their geo po lit i cal 
aims. But Henning’s anal y sis of Ital ian and Ger man radio 
pro pa ganda for the Arab  world after 1934 also dem on-
strated that the ideas that the two countries projected onto 
the imag i nary space of the “Orient” dif fered sub stan tially.

The fifth panel explored dif fer ent aspects of the Second 
World War. Till Knobloch’s paper “The Human Element in 
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Diplomacy and the Outbreak of the Second World War” 
showed that French Prime Minister Édouard Daladier’s for-
eign pol icy was sub stan tially shaped by his expe ri ences dur-
ing the First World War. Knobloch argued that Daladier’s 
per cep tion of Adolf Hitler was, from early on, influ enced 
by his pac i fist quest for Franco-Ger man rec on cil i a tion. 
Although Daladier rec og nized Hitler’s aggres sive inten tions 
more clearly dur ing his sec ond term in office, his deci sions 
dur ing the 1938 Munich con fer ence were still influ enced by 
his war trauma. Kay Schmücking’s paper “Heroisierungsver-
suche zwischen Uniformität und Differenz: Die mediale 
Präsenz des heroischen Opfertodes im Nationalsozialismus” 
inves ti gated the Nazi cult of her o ism from the per spec tive 
of media his tory. The pro ject focused on Nazi attempts to 
trans form the memorialization of the war dead dur ing the 
Second World War into a cult of her o ism through a vari ety 
of media strat e gies, while also reveal ing the prob lems and 
lim its of these strat e gies.

The sixth panel brought together papers on two dif fer ent 
types of migra tion: the emi gra tion of Jews from Nazi Ger-
many and the post war resettlement of so-called “eth nic 
Ger mans” from Eastern Europe in the Soviet occu pa tion 
zone. Robert Mueller-Stahl’s paper “Die Flucht festhalten: 
Emigrationsnarrative in der deutsch-jüdischen Privatfo-
tografie” exam ined a remark able dis crep ancy and ten sion 
in the pho to graphs that Jew ish fam i lies took of the Dutch 
intern ment and tran sit camp Westerbork, in which they were 
interned after 1940. The happy mood that some of these 
pho to graphs con vey seems at odds with their threat en ing 
and hope less envi ron ment. Mueller-Stahl argued that by 
not depicting the struc tures of con fi ne ment the pic tures cre-
ated a “Gegenraum” (“counter-space”). Brenna Yellin’s paper 
“Die Neue Heimat: An Analysis of the Zentralverwaltung 
für Deutsche Umsiedler’s Illustrated Monthly Magazine, 
1947–1949” ana lyzed dis cus sions in the mag a zine Die Neue 
Heimat about the rela tion ship between Umsiedler, “eth nic 
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Ger mans” expelled from parts of Eastern Europe, and local 
pop u la tions in the Soviet Occupation Zone. Arguing that 
this often-overlooked source pro vi des nec es sary insights 
into the tri an gu lar rela tion ship between resettlers, locals, 
and the state, Yellin showed that state offi cials attempted 
to rely on Heimat and Germanness to unite the two groups 
and revealed the con tra dic tions this strat egy pro duced.

The sev enth panel exam ined dif fer ent aspects of how post-
war Germany dealt with its Nazi past. Verena Meier’s paper 
“Kriminalpolizei und Völkermord: Die NS-Verfolgung von 
Sinti*zze und Rom*nja sowie die Aufarbeitung dessen unter 
den Alliierten und in der DDR” employed the con cept of 
“tran si tional jus tice” to ana lyze the pro cess by which Nazi 
per pe tra tors were pros e cuted, convicted, or amnestied in 
the Soviet Occupation Zone and the Ger man Democratic 
Republic (GDR) and the extent to which vic tims received 
com pen sa tion. Using 585 per sonal files of the crim i nal police 
in Magdeburg to trace indi vid ual biog ra phies of per pe tra-
tors and vic tims, Meier reveals impor tant con ti nu i ties across 
1945 in the state’s rela tion ship to the Sinti and Roma minor-
ity. Tabea Nasaroff ’s paper “Disziplin als demokratische 
Tugend: Zu Theodor Eschenburgs Bürgerbildern (1945–
1965)” exam ined the ana ly ses of the polit i cal atti tudes of 
the West Ger man pop u la tion that Tübingen polit i cal sci en-
tist Theodor Eschenburg pro vided in West Ger man media. 
Her anal y sis focused on the strat e gies by which Eschenburg 
established him self as an author i ta tive spokes per son for the 
major ity of the West Ger man pop u la tion but also revealed 
that some mem bers of the pub lic chal lenged this claim.

The eighth and final panel fea tured Martin Hamre’s paper 
“Notions and Practices of Fascist Internationalism in the 
1930s.” In this paper Hamre ana lyzed the Lausanne-based 
International Centre of Fascist Studies (CINEF), which func-
tioned as an inter na tional pro pa ganda think tank for Fas-
cist Italy from 1927 to 1930. CINEF, he argued, dis sem i nated 
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not only ideas of fas cism as a “uni ver sal” phe nom e non and a 
“third way” beyond lib er al ism and com mu nism but the argu-
ment that the adop tion of fas cism in Europe and the world 
would enable a “peace ful” and “true” form of (fas cist) inter-
na tion al ism.

Organizers and par tic i pants expressed their appre ci a tion 
to the four fac ulty men tors who offered their com ments and 
ques tions both in the panel dis cus sions and in many infor-
mal con ver sa tions dur ing the breaks. In the final dis cus sion, 
which closed the three-day sem i nar, par tic i pants reflected 
on the sem i nar’s col le gial atmo sphere as well as the great 
diver sity of top ics and themes in twen ti eth-cen tury Ger man 
his tory, while not ing that the nineteenth cen tury was almost 
absent among this year’s pro jects. One com mon al ity among 
many of the papers were trans na tional approaches to Ger-
man his tory, which clearly have become main stream. As 
always, the sem i nar had an impor tant net work ing func tion, 
connecting par tic i pants on both sides of the Atlan tic.

Richard F. Wetzell  
(Ger man Historical Institute Washington)


