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LIMITS OF EDUCATIONAL INTERNATIONALISM:
FOREIGN STUDENTS AT GERMAN UNIVERSITIES.

BETWE~N 1890 AND 1930
PETER DREWEK

Even prior to World War I, the academic elite in Germany felt that the
international reputation of German universities and their academicdegrees were being threatened by the growing number of foreign
students in Germany. As a result, after 1918 the eligibility .standirrds for
the.admission of foreigners to university studies were raised to such a
degree that, during the 1920s, the number of foreign students in Germany
actually decreased despite the rapidly growing international demand.
During this time the flow of international student migration was
increasingly directed toward France and the
United States.
.
In this paper I argue that the loss of international attractiveness of the
German university was not simply a political result of World War I but
that the German academic elite also contributed actively tq . this
situation through restrictive admissions policies for foreign students.
Universities in Germany were central to the social reproduction of the
academic elite, and the devaluation of the German universities was
believed to be the result primarily of the devaluation of cultural capital"
(pierre Bourdieu) in the form of university certification. The principle of
social exclusivity within the German university system also was present
in acceptance policies for foreign students, the price being increased
isolation on the market of international demand for academic training.
During the academic year 1835-6 foreign students in Germany were
still a relatively small group, numbering aroUnd 475.1 Of the
approximately 260 non-German students at Prussian universities, only
six came from countries outside of Europe. This changed in the second
half of the century, most significantly due to the influx of American
students. The number of students rose dramatically in the two decades
preceding World War I, mostly as a result of ethnic discrimination and
political persecution in Eastern Europe. During the period of inflation
especially after the war, these numII
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bers rose once again. Pre-World War I figures show some 7,000 to
8,000 registered foreign students; after 1918, there were over 15,000.
This radical increase after the tum of the· century presented a
challenge for German universities in several respects. The international demand for university education, which was growing at an
uncontrollable rate, had to be reconciled with the complex structure of
the German educational system and its strict eligibility requirements
for university-level studies. The university administration enacted a
series of measures that - beyond even the political effects of World
War I - were specifically responsible for- Germany losing its place as
the most important destination of international student migration. By
setting high admissions standards, the administration hoped to avoid
the devaluation of the quality of German university studies if
underqualified foreign students were admitted. Apart from the German
language requirement, these standards were based entirely on the
unique structure of the German system of education. The problem of
determining international equivalents. to German requirements,
combined with the duration and difficulty of the admission process in
Germany, caused German universities to lose their appeal for
international students. Bureaucratic restrictions made it impossible to
establish an alternative admissions policy based on individual talent
and ability.
I examine these developments in three parts here. The first part
deals with the increase in the number of international students at
German universities since the early nineteenth century. The second
focuses on the increasingly restrictive standardization of eligibility
requirements for foreign students wanting to study at German uni. versities. Finally, the third deals with international alternatives to the
German modeL

Frequencies and Distributions

3

It is possible to trace the number of foreigners emolled at universities
in Germany as far back as the 1830s, enabling the researcher to
reconstruct these developments over a long period of time. An analysis of the absolute figures shows that the highest rates of growthaside
from those of the inflationary period - were achieved in the last
decade of the nineteenth century. (See Figure 1.)
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Figure 1: Foreign students attending universities and technical
colleges in Germany.
The largest increase in the number of foreign students was
registered by the technical colleges, which around 1900 accepted
about half of all foreign students and one-third in 1914. Another
1,000 foreign students emolled at other institutions of higher learning
after the turn of the century.4 A total of 7,500 foreign students
attended German universities immediately prior to 1914. During the
inflationary period there was a short-term increase to 15,000; in 1925
the total dropped back to the level of the pre-World War I era,
between 7,000 and 8,000. From this point on-and not beginning after
1933 - this downward slide continued. By the summer semester of
1932, only 6,500 foreign students came to to study in Germany. This
decrease in the absolute figures seems minimal in relation to the
percentage of foreign students .among the total number of students
in Germany. This percentage remained constant at between 4
percent and 6 percent in the period from 1830 to 1880. Between 1890
and 1914 it doubled to approximately 10 percent. Nearly the same
level was reached again in 1925. Only seven years later, however, by
the surrlmer semester of 1932, the percentage had fallen back to the
pre-1880 average of a mere 5 percent. (See Figure 2.)
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Figure 2: Ratio of foreign students to the overall total of students
attending German institutions of higher learning.
These fluctuations can be explained primarily by the enormous
expansion of the German university system after the late nineteenth
century. In the two decades preceding 1914 the total number of students
doubled from 40,000 in 1895-6 to around 80,000 in 1914. Between the
mid-1920s and the early 1930s the total rose from 90,000 to about
130,000. Therefore, the decline in the percentage of foreign students
from 10 percent before 1914 to 5 percent around 1930 was the result of
the growth of the university system. On the one hand, this growth was
the result of certain demographic changes; on the other, it reflected the
availability of university-level education to a broader proportion of
society. Around the tum of the century only 10 in 1,00019- to 23-yearolds were students. By 1920 the proportion had risen to 16.5 in 1,000,
and in 1931-after a temporary declinethe number had risen to 21.3 in
1,000.
If foreign students in the years preceding World War I are classified
according to nationality, it becomes clear that the largest groupsaside
from those coming from neighboring Austria-Hungary and Switzerland were from the United States and Russia. (See Figure 3.)
5

6
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Figure 3: Ratio of students from Russia and the United States
overall total of foreign students attending universities and technical
~
1
colleges in Germany.
fu 1835-6 only one percent of all foreign students eillolled at
German universities were American (four students)? By the mid- 1890s
the percentage of Americans among foreign students had risen to 20
percent (ca. 400 students). This figure fell to a mere 5 percent (ca. 200
students) by 1910. The fluctuation in the number of American students
was primarily the result of external circumstances. Carl Diehl attributes
the decrease after 1870 to the fact that" most of the pioneers of the
American university had been educated by then" and that "by that year
severai graduate schools had begun to compete with the Gennan
universities."9 Financial conditions should not be underestimated as a
factor in the renewed increase in the number of American students in the
mid-1890s. In 1889 "it was estimated that a year of study in Germany
was cheaper by a third than a year at Hopkins, Harvard, or Cornell, and
this estimate included the cost of travel."10
Beginning in the mid-1890s the frequency of Russian students
studying in Germany surpassed that of the Americans. In the de8
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cade between 1895-6 and 1905-6 the number of Russians rose from 466 to
1,140, an increase of 250 percent. By the summer semester of 1914 this
number had again doubled, to 2,206. Russian students made up nearly
half of all foreign students at German universities in the summer semester
of 1914, or 4.2 percent of the total number of students. (The foreign
student total amounted to 7.9 percent of all students.) Russian students
were mostly concentrated in medical and technical subjects. Of the
approximately 2,000 Russian students eillolled for the academic year of
1911-12, more than half were studying medicine at larger German
universities. (Russians accounted for 90 percent to 97 percent of all
foreign students at the medical faculties in Breslau, Halle, Konigsberg,
and Leipzig; 80 percent in Heidelberg; 67 percent in Munich; and around
60 percent in Berlin, Freiburg, and StrafSburg.) At the beginning of the
century approximately 2,000 foreign students were eillolled at technical
universities. Of this total, over 900 were Russian (46 percent). In 1914,
600 of a total of 2,400 foreign students were Russian (24 percent). In
addition, during the inflationary period following World War I, the largest
group of newly registered students were from Eastern European countries.
This total fell from 2,200 to 250 in following years. The reasons for this
drop off can be found, on the one hand, "in the impoverishment of the
entire East due to war and inflation;" on the other hand, it was the result"
above all ... [of] the increased possibilities to pursue a university
education - which had previously been attainable in Germany - at one of
the recently established universities of the newly independent fringe
states."13
An examination of the development of the worldwide total of foreign
students shows an increase from approximately 20,000 to 70,000 between
1903-4 and 1931. Although these figures seem rather mod.est in
comparison to those of the post-World War II era, the decisive changes in
the international distribution of foreign students occurred before 1933.
Most important, universities in France and the United States became
more desirable destinations for students, whereas Germany's popularity
fell. (See Figure 4.)
At the beginning of the twentieth century (1903-4) well over half of
the 20,000 students studying abroad were found in Gennan-speaking
countries. Ten years later, just before the outbreak of World War I, the
distribution was similar, with one-fourth of the 30,000 international
students in Germany and another fourth in Switzerland and

3.
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Figure 4: Distribution of foreign students according to major importing
nations.
Austria. By 1931, however, Germany had lost its position as the leading
destination for international students. One-fourth of all international
students now went to France to study, and 15 percent were being drawn
to the United States. Primarily students from the "most important
countries of origin" (i.e., the United States, China, and Russia) had been
lost by German universities. The estimated 10,000 Chinese students
studying abroad had passed over Germany" almost without a trace."14
Breaking down the total of international students according to region
of origin demonstrates that the stream of European studentsin contrast to
the prewar period - was now directed toward France. At 2,500, the
number of European students in the United States already was half that
of European students studying in Gennany.15 Of the 23,000 to 25,000
students from Slavic countries, some one-third went to study in France,
compared to only one-sixth who studied in Germany.16
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The most important destination for Asian students was the United
States, due to the scholarship program set up in the context of reparations
payments for the Boxer Rebellion. In 1931 approximately 4,300 - almost
half of all Asian international students - studied in the United States,
around 2,000 studied in France and England, respectively, and only 400
studied in GermanyP
Based on absolute figures alone, the most decisive increase in th~
number of international students in Germany appears to have occurred ill
the last decade of the nineteenth century. The levels reached after the turn
of the century were maintained - with minor fluctuations - through the
1920s. The drastic reduction in the num~ ber of foreigners studying in
Germany after 1925 (from 10 percent to 5 percent) was the result of the
national expansion of the university system. If the number of foreign
students in Germany is viewed in comparison to the global total of
international students, German universities seem to have begun losing
their importance by 1914. It is in this context that I will examine the
criteria under which the eligibility of foreign students for university
studies in Germany was determined.

veritably without rule" until 1918. In Prussia, for example, there were
regulations for the evaluation and acceptance of credit for foreign
studies" especially in the field of medicine." But the decision as to
whether non-Prussians were eligible to earna doctoral degree from a
faculty of philosophy based on their foreign educational qualifications
was - in Gottingen, for instance - "left to the faculty."19
. Differences in the structure of schools among the individual German
states first gave rise to the question of the legitimacy and significance of
the Reifepriifung as the prerequisite for university enrollment. The
mutual recognition of the Reifezeugnisse (qualifying certificates) of the
Gymnasium by the states of the (future) German Empire was first
achieved in the years 1868 and 1874.
In prussia" foreigners" without a Reifezeugnis could" emoll and
register at any faculty" as long as their school education was "for the
most part" equivalent to that of the middle certification level of the
German Gymnasium.21 However, the "regulations of the individual
universities" could also be enforced. In Berlin and Gottingen "the
American and English B.A. or M.A. degrees" were considered to be
equivalent to the Reifepriifung. In 1914 the eligibility of for. eigners in Prussia no longer was oriented around a middle certification
level but upgraded to the Reifezeugnis-level of the nine-year Gymnasium.
According to discussions held within the framework of German
university conferences, the arbitrary and politically motivated decisions
regarding eligibility and acceptance were at first directed against the
growing number of Russian applicants. This was later augmented by
concern about the declining international reputation of German
universities, particularly due to an influx of insufficiently qualified
American applicants.
After the 1890s growing numbers of "Russians, mostly of PolishGalician-Jewish origin" flowed into German universities. Restricted for
the most part to medical or technical studies in their own country by the
Russian civil servant laws," they had been "forced to leave the country
by the numerus clausus and the po. groms."25 Their presence led to demonstrations" against the preferential
treatment of foreigners" as well as to strikes and boycotts" by German
students at the technical universities. In a discussion of" methods of
preventing excessive emollment of troublesome foreigners" at the
university conference of 1906, the Prussian represen18

20

22

23

24

Standardization of Prerequisites for University Study
In order to address this issue properly, the particularities of the German
educational system must be identified. Since the early nineteenth
century, the upper secondary schools (Gymnasien) were directly
associated with the universities through the Reifepriifung (or Abitur),
which was both the graduation examination of the Gymnasium and the
main eligibility requirement for emollment at a German university.
Therefore, preparation for university studies began with the lower classes
of the Gymnasium. These basic structural elements of the German
educational system - upper secondary schools that are simultaneously a
college-preparatory stage of the state-regu..; lated public school system,
ending with a final examination (the Reifepriifung) at the secondary level
that also serves as the eligibility requirement for emolling in a university
- were unique to Germany and had no equivalents in the educational
systems of the countries from which foreign applicants came. In light of
this fact, it is not surprising that the question of the equivalence of
foreign forms of certification to the German Abitur remained largely"
undefined and
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tative argued that the intended measure requiring from foreign students a
voucher for their means of subsistence would not amount to sufficient
criteria for enrollment. "Especially" Russians should be allowed to enroll
only "when they have a recommendation from a reliable German
source."27 Accordingly, by 1908 such regulations were in effect at the
universities in Breslau, Halle, and Konigsberg.28
The issue of a numerus clausus for Russian students was discussed at
the university conference of September 1913. The Foreign Ministry
pointed out that such a regulation would be in violation of Article 1 of the
Gennan-Russian Trade Agreement of 1904, which stipulated that citizens
of each country would have equal status in the other. In order to avoid a
violation, a numerus clausus of 900, "not to be exceeded by any nation"
was created for all universities combined: "Because only Russia is in
excess of the numerus clausus, the implementation of the rule will be
restricted to Russian students and will take the following form: The
individual universities will be instructed to allow no further enrollment as
long as the numbers of Russian students are in excess of the quota of
900."29 Although discussions over the large numbers of Russian students
were primarily politically motivated, in the case of American students,
concern over the international reputation of German universities played a
central role.
In his 1908 commemorative paper Das amerikanische Institut (The
American Institute), Hugo Mlinsterberg, that institute's future director,
referred to "advising all German universities with regard to the previous
education, course of study, and the evaluation of transfer credits of
American students" as one of the institute's most important goals.
That German interests are involved is a result of the fact that
American students have repeatedly come to Germany and, after a
few semesters, completed a German doctoral degree without
having the same previous education that would be required for a
doctorate in America. In this manner, the German doctorate has
been highly discredited in America, and the destructive effects of
this misuse can already be seen there. At the same time, the best
students continuously shy away from coming to Gennany for
their doctoral examinations because they have found that they are
not given sufficient credit toward their degree for their previous
work at American universities.
30

The result is "that the exceptionally high reputation previously enjoyed
by German universities in America is steadily declining."31
In his confidential report of 1911, Das Studium der Amerikaner an
deutschen Hochschulen (The Study of Americans at German Universities),
Mlinsterberg strengthened his criticism of the Americans' stereotypical
treatment" by the German system: "The younger generation of scholars
that is today slowly moving into the [American] faculties are already
among those who have been discouraged from studying in Germany.
Perhaps they studied entirely in their homeland, perhaps they spent a few
years in Paris or in Oxford, but it has already become dogma for them
that the German doctoral degree is worthless, that academia in Germany
has been lamed by pettiness and pedantry, and that the great academic
stimulation stems from England and France, and most of all, from
America."32 The appendix to this report featured a list of 533 colleges
and universities, of which only 25 institutes" offered courses after the
bachelor's degree that could be applied toward a doctorate at a German
university." By contrast, over 322 institutes awarded a bachelor's degree
that was estimated to be about two years below the German leaving exams (Abiturientenexamen) ."33
Mlinsterberg's system of classifying American universities was preceded by similar attempts made by Gennan universities and the Prussian
university administration shortly after the turn of the century. In 1903
the Prussian administration offered its assistance to the university
conference in " developing a consistent rule for determining ... which
foreign schools are to be accepted as offering the same qualifications as
the German nine-year Gymnasium, in the cases of foreigners or Germans
educated outside of Germany."34 In the spring of 1905, following the
example of the Bureau de Renseignements Scientifiques at the
Sorbonne,35 the Prussian Ministry of Culture established the
Auskunftsstelle fUr Immatrikulationsangelegenheiten von Auslandern.
This agency had been preceded in the fall of 1904 by the Amtliche
Akademische Auskunftsstelle an der Universitat Berlin, which" served as
an 'infonnation center' for both German and foreign students regarding
academic institutions in Germany and abroad." The Ministry of Culture
had set up the Auskunftsstelle fUr h5heres Unterrichtswesen as early as
1899, which after 1900 was directed by Prof. Dr. Ewald Hom and was
changed, in 1906, to the Auskunftsstelle fUr Lehrbiicher des hoheren
Unterrichtswesens.
II

II

36

48

GHI BULLETIN No. 27 (FALL 2000)

GHI BULLETIN No. 27 (FALL 2000)

49

At the beginning of the twentieth century the "completely inconsistent
and unchecked admission of annually increasing numbers of foreign
students to the universities and technical institutes in the German Empire"
served as the "impetus" toward efforts to "develop consistent guidelines
for the admission of foreigners and surveying the eligibility requirements
for foreign students in all the German states."37
With an ordinance from April 25, 1918, even before the wave of
foreign applicants during the inflationary period, the Prussian Ministry of
Science, Art, and National Education nullified all previous eligibility
requirements and centralized the authority to decide on all admissions
applications. In 1922 this authority was transferred to the newly formed
Zentralstelle fUr das Studium der Auslander in Preu1Sen. The director of
the agency, Karl Remme, first published his study Das Studium der
Auslander und die Bewertung der auslandis chen Zeugnisse (Foreign
Students' Studies and the Evaluation of Foreign Certificates) in 1929; a
revised version appeared in 1932. The "fruit of thirteen years of
research,"40 this study included a list of nations from Abyssinia to the
United States in alphabetical order, with information concerning "the
structure of the educational systems of each country and the evaluation of
their certificates." Indepth case studies were included for some of the
fifty-four countries listed.
The original goal of the study had been to compile of a sort of
"registry of foreign certificates," including an "evaluation of every
foreign institute whose graduates came to German universities." This
"proved to be impossible, especially asa result of the drastic school
reforms that took place following the war in many foreign countries."41
In 1924 the Prussian Ministry of Science, Art, and National Education"
distanced itself from delivery of a catalogue of acceptable foreign
certificates .... This sort of register cannot be compiled at the present
time. Particularly the countries of Eastern Europe, which send the
greatest number of students to German universities, have no orderly
school and university systems," making a general evaluation of
transcripts seem impossible.
Remme's study was attached to the 1929 circular for the decentralization of the decision on foreign emollment applications "for
confidential official use"43 and was adopted by the other states of the
German Empire.44 In the evaluation of foreign educational insti38
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tutions Remme used the Gennan school system as a standard. In six
points, he summarized their structural principles as the "minimum
requirements for the acceptance of the certificate of foreign higher
schooling" :
1. The lessons must be academically preparatory for university
studies ahd must be taught by instructors who themselves have
had university-level academic training.
2. The course of study must be completed and of an appropriate
length.
3. The course of study must be of a broad, humanistic nature, .
with a basis in central subjects being of utmost importance.
4. The school must employ exciminations and removal as methods of filtering its future graduates; the quality of the pupils is as
important as that of the teachers.
5. The schools must have sufficient funds available for the salaries of teachers and for educational material.
6. The administration must be capable of and responsible for the
realization of the ground rules stated in points 1 through 5.
Excimination of the educational systems of other countries shows that
only very few countries were able to live up to these high standards.
Austria, Luxembourg, Sweden, and Switzerland are the only
countries whose higher schools are of a type to be considered equivalent
to those in Germany. Even in these countries, however, a complete nineyear course of study like the German system is not to be found.
The certificates of foreign applicants were divided into four hierarchical groups. For this purpose, all types of certification were
considered, not only graduation certificates. Although in each case the
institutions were evaluated individually, this evaluation ignored their
unique characteristics, subordinating them to a universalized German
pattern. This resulted in a hierarchy of institutions that were artificially
integrated into the German system. Each institution's certification was
then classified according to the German standards and assigned to one of
four groups.
Group I included certificates" from humanistic school programs",
which were considered equivalent to the German Reifeprilfung. Also
assigned to this group were certificates that qualified the holder for
university level studies" in the respective country, only after the ful45
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£i11ment of further conditions" (preparatory courses, etc.), as well as - in
exceptional cases - certificates that were at a "significantly lower level
than German Reifezeugnisse." In such cases at least one year of study in
the country of origin, prior to emollment in Germany, was required.
Into Group II fell such certificates requiring further preparation, as in
Group I, in cases where the applicant had not completed the preparatory
coursework required for German universities. In such cases, the student
was allowed to emoll for two years on a probationary basis; the work
done in this time would generally not be applied toward a degree.
Students in Group III were allowed restricted emollment (as
"auditors"; "limited to the faculty of philosophy"). This group included
applicants from foreign vocational schools or with a middle(average)
level certificate. No credit was given for previous coursework. Before
students were allowed to emoll with regular student status in Germany
they would have to pass an entrance examination. Students assigned to
Group II also had the opportunity to take such an examination instead of
going through the probationary period.
Students assigned to Group IV had certificates that were considered
to be equivalent to the German middle-level certificates. They were
allowed only restricted emollment and were required to pass the German
Reifepriifung before they could emoll as regular students. As in the case
of applicants from Groups II and III, a short cut by way of the entrance
examination was possible only in exceptional cases.
The form and duration of foreign study had already changed
drastically by the time this system of evaluation came into effect.
"Lengthy foreign study, as had often been the case with Russian and
American students in the prewar period," was replaced by "brief studies,
over a few semesters."47This had the effect that the position of German
universities on the international market deteriorated. Most countries "France, England, Spain, the United States, and South American
countries"48-had university systems with a concrete curriculum and
examinations for which there was no parallel in Germany. This meant
that it was hardly possible to integrate studies in Germany into the
education of foreign students "without significantly increasing the length
of their studies." In these countries,
46
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" credit was not automatically awarded for German coursework and
examinations, due to the extreme differences to their own requirements."
Foreign students were often required to complete a first degree in their
home country in order to be eligible to study at a German university,
where it was possible that they would only be accepted on a "guest" or
audit basis."49 Especially in light of the relatively unstructured
curriculum and the low number of required credits, the German system
seemed hardly compatible internationally. By contrast, the organizational
similarities of the systems in the other countries must have contributed to
the development and stability of international student migration among
them.
In spite of the growing international demand and the decreasing
numbers of foreign students in Germany, the German university administrations responded with increasingly restrictive regulations for the
eligibility of foreign applicants.
II

Foreigners Studying in Germany and International Alternatives
In his report Die Studenten im internationalen Kulturleben (Students in
International Cultural Life) from 1927, Reinhold Schairer, a lawyer and
head of the German Student Organization, mterpreted patterns of student
migration as the effect of the discrepancies in the development of
university systems in different countries. He distinguished between four
groups of countries. The first group consisted of lithe major cultural
countries with fully developed university facilities, such as Germany,
England, France, and the United States." The second group included"
smaller countries whose systems were developed to a similar degree, such
as Belgium, Spain, and Switzerland." These countries seemed to be
dependent on foreign study, due to deficits in certain areas of
specialization in their own systems or in regard to the great diversity of
the universities of the countries of the first group. The last two groups
were composed of " areas whose systems of higher education had not yet
been fully developed or were at the very beginning of their development,
such as China, Korea, or Russia."50 Schairer estimated that the circa
40,000 international students worldwide in 1927 were distributed among
these four groups as follows: 10 percent of international students were
from countries with highly developed university systems (first group); 20
percent were from countries whose university systems
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were fairly developed but not sufficiently differentiated (second
group); and 70 percent were from countries of the third and fourth
groups. According to Schairer's calculations, there were potentially
28,000 foreign students from countries with relatively undeveloped
university systems.
Expectations that German universities could recruit a large segment of
this group were made obsolete by the admissions policies of the
universities and the Prussian university administration. In 1925 the
Department of Philosophy at the University of Berlin distributed a
commemorative text on the subject of the Immatrikulationspriifungen
(Ergiinzungspriifungen) (supplementary entrance examinations), which
had been introduced in the winter semester of 1922-3. With an
emphasis on the higher standards set for foreign applicants after the
war,52it was noted that" all" foreigners who registered to take the
entrance examinations would "previously have been accepted for full
emollment and doctoral examinations."53 After the centralization of
the application and admissions process following the war, "half of the
applicants had been rejected due to insufficient educational
background." In order to qualify for the Ergiinzungspriifung students
had to have an educational background that was equivalent or nearly
equivalent in at least a few subjects to the German Reifepriifung. A
desire to study in Germany or even such certification as made an
applicant eligible for university study in his or her own country was
not enough. In contrast to the relatively open and unregulated
eligibility and admissions practices of the prewar period, the
examination served "not as a relief, but as an obstacle" to the
admission process.54 The survey of the supplementary entrance
examinations from the time between the 1922-3 winter semester and
that of 1931-2, which was attached to the text, shows that under the
new system over half of the foreign applicants were eliminated. Of
almost 1,800 applicants, only 1,210 were admitted to take the
examination. A mere 840 of these passed.
With the consequence that "half of the applicants were rejected
due to insufficient educational background," the introduction of the
entrance examinations after the war led to "difficulties in diplomatic
relations with representatives of the applicants' countries of origin."56
Whereas the faculty in Berlin wanted to avoid politicizing the question of whether the school education of other countries was the
equivalent to the German Reifepriifung at an international level, the
51
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problem of eligibility became the heated subject of domestic political
discussions only a few years later.
In a November 1930 Grundsiitzliche 5tellungnahme zur Immatrikulation
von Ausliindem mit minderer Vorbildung (General Statement on the
Enrollment of Foreigners with Lesser Educational Backgrounds), the
Prussian Ministry of Science, Art, and National Education took a
stand against the "unconditional or insufficiently demanding
admission" of foreigners in general, "or also of Germans from outside
of Germany."57 The minister explained that it is "clear ... that a
talented foreigner ... in spite of an educational background that is
inferior to that gained at a higher German school, could often be
successful at a German university." However, the same could also be
said" for some talented pupils in the last year or two of the German
Gymnasium." If the standards of the Abitur were to be compromised by
the evaluation of the eligibility of foreigners, the universities would
have to defend themselves against claims that a nine-year Gymnasium
education as preparation for university studies goes too far." The
universities would only be able to argue" that the educational
background gained in German higher schools" was still beneath "the
level demanded by the universities," to which opponents would then
have no more" conclusive argument" than that "Chinese, Turks,
Argentinians, Egyptians, and Romanians, with inferior educational
backgrounds, ... are in any case more suited for university studies
than the Germans." Therefore, "for the sake of order," the differences
in educational background among foreign students and Germans had
to be evened out. The ministry recommended the "entrance
examination" as a method of facilitating" (!) the "transition" into the
German system.
A comparison of these comments to a statemenJ from "university
circles," published in the Vossische Zeitung in 1901, illustrates the
postwar injection of ideology into the initially pragmatic debate over
the question of foreign student eligibility. The author of the 1901
statement pointed out that the type of educational background
required for university studies had "completely different implications
for foreigners than for Germans." In the case of German students "aspiring to all leading positions" - the standards of the "Reife" should
not be relaxed in any way. In the case of foreign students, however,
these interests became obsolete. It was not necessary to guarantee
that they are getting full benefit of the lectures.
II

II
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The high admissions standards regarding educational background would
only function as a protective measure" in order to reserve limited
laboratory space for German students. However, in the liberal arts and
the humanities, this argument could not be upheld: "1 was not aware that
foreign students could steal the words of the professor before they could
reach the ears of the natives!" The author also considered the "issue of
space" to be such a "petty detail that it cannot be discussed seriously."59
Schairer's arguments in 1930 were much more farsighted than those
made by the ministry in that same year. According to Schairer, the "strict
principles" for the admission of foreigners appeared to be "involuntary in
practice ... in favor of visitors to universities of other countries. Amore
liberal and above all simpler and faster processing of applications ...
without lowering the standards of final examination requirements is
strongly recommended by many friends of German universities in this
country and abroad."60 With respect to the "strict admission standards,"
Schairer pointed out that, on the one hand, particularly foreign applicants
from countries with underdeveloped school systems failed to qualify
under the high standards. On the other hand, it was precisely these
applicants who were "likely to be called to positions of great
responsibility in their own country some day -life does not always follow
school records." The chance would be missed, "in these formative years
of development" (it was the absence of fully developed school and
university systems in these countries that made emollment for study in
Germany difficult if not impossible), to win "men and women who
would later have a great influence on the fate of their country and the
school systems there ... for a thorough education at a German
university."61
In light of the fact that other countries, motivated by reasons of
foreign and cultural policy, had since the tum of the century begun to
make their universities more open to foreign students, Schairer's
considerations came too late.
France and England had already "recognized the great influence
which American students in Germany [in the nineteenth century] had on
the intellectual development of their own country." In England, "the
previously unknown degree of Doctor of Philosophy was introduced at
Oxford, Cambridge, and London, for the benefit of foreigners, especially
Americans. The purpose of the Doctorat de l'Universite in France is the
same. The numbers of Americans in
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attendance at European universities delivered the numerical proof for the
impact of these measures."62
As early as 1897, "purely academic doctoral and other university
degrees" that were "primarily directed at foreign s~?ents" were introduced in France. Through differentiation between the new academic
degrees and the normal official degrees, it was possible to offer foreign
students academic qualifications that were internationally prestigious
without resulting in a rivalry with French graduates.
With the usual inscription at the state universities a strictly regiIIlented course of study was initiated, the successful completion of
, which was rewarded by an official state degree. This state degree was
also" a license for the practice of medicine, law, or to teach at state
higher schools." Aside from the fact that foreigners were required to
have the same certificates (or officially accepted equivalents) as French
students, they were" only seldom or not at all" able to fu1£ill the demands
of these courses of study.64 The "new university degrees," which were
decidedly different from the official state degrees, "carried with them no
official license, only a title, as is customary in Germany."65 In this way,
lithe rights and interests of our own students remain intact," without
losing the foreign customers."66 In addition to the inscription, the
French regulation from 1897 called for an "Immatrikulation, which
would give students not intending to complete a [state] degree the
eligibility to study."67 The requirements of these new university degrees
were considered to be "not at all minimal, but of a nature that could
easily be £ulfi11ed by foreigners."68
After World War I, European countries began courting American
students in particular. The Americans, however, mostly recruited
Chinese students. At the beginning of the twentieth century the American
government had retumed $12 million worth of indemnity payments for
the Boxer Rebellion to the Chinese government, under the condition that
this money be used to finance 400 scholarships annually for selected
Chinese students to study in the United States. Since that time, the
scholarship recipients had brought" an even larger number of free
students with them."69 In 1931 over 4,200 Asians were studying in the
United States - almost half of all Asian students studying abroad.
An American report from the 1920s - a follow-up study in modern
terminology - documented the success of this strategy. Statis63
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tics compiling data from 400 colleges for the academic year 1923-4 show
6,988 students, arranged according to subject of study and nationality. Of
the 1,467 Chinese students in the United States, approximately one-third
studied liberal arts and another third focused on either engineering or
commerce.7° After returning to their own country, 282 of 882 total
former students surveyed were working in educational professions;
among these were 156 Philippinos and 57 Chinese. Of the 76 former
students pursuing careers in business, 39 were Chinese.71
The Soviet Union also was active in recruiting foreign students.
"The Russian strategy conformed to Western methods to such a degree
that, according to American reports, Karachan, the Russian ambassador to
China, recently collected the outstanding payments to Russia in the
context of the Boxer reparations and donated the entire sum to Chinese
students. This money was intended to enable them to travel to Moscow to
study at the Sunyatsen University, newly established under the direction
of Radek, at which 600 Chinese students were presently emolled (in
partial imitation of the American Boxer payment gesture)."72 Schairer
further explained that "a large number of them ... were recipients of
scholarships from the governor of Canton." Their numbers were to be
further increased because" a great number of the sons of the leaders of the
Chinese liberation movement were presently studying in Moscow."
Similar institutions could be found at other locations in the Soviet Union.
In this context, a strong propaganda" was developed" against Chinese
students visiting American universities, and especially for the rejection of
American scholarships, on the grounds that attendance at a Russian university was much more important and valuable."73
Aside from this emerging politicization of the recruitment of foreign
students, the increasingly self-centered admissions policy for foreign
students at German universities after the tum of the century made
recruiting difficult among the growing numbers of foreign students.
During the nineteenth century eligibility regulations had been relatively
open and undefined, focused on foreign equivalents to German
certificates and favoring an individual evaluation of the educational
background of foreign applicants. After 1900 these were replaced by
standards based on comparisons to the unique structural principles of the
German system of higher schools. As a result, these structures were
artificially "universalized." The GerII
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man model, in which the function of German higher schools lay
specifically in the preparation and qualification of pupils for university
study, was used as the standard for evaluation of the educational systems
of other countries.
According to a cross-referenced chart for the summer semester of
1931, in which 5,730 university students from 29 European countries
(excluding the Soviet Union) were divided into 34 areas of study, only 7
of the 986 charted fields show more than 100 students from the same
country studying in the same subject.7 In over 99 percent of the cases
there are less than 50 - and often less than 20 - foreign
", students per nationality per subject. With the exception of the medical
subjects, which were in high demand, the distribution is random. These
results were echoed in the distribution of 1,537 students from 33 nonEuropean countries?5 The admissions policy of German universities,
with its strict adherence to the structure of the German school system,
cannot be legitimized on the basis of this empirical distribution. It
would have been more logical to place more emphasis on the aptitude of
foreign students in a specific discipline as a criterion for admission and
to pay less attention to the structural equivalency of the institutions from
which applicants were coming. This type of individualized admissions
policy, with more importance given to the evaluation of applications by
academicians, would have increased the objectivity of the process. In
light of the alternatives, it seems in fact questionable ... whether the
decision as to where and to what extent material differences [in the
educational background of foreign applicants as opposed to Germans]
were to be taken into consideration or compensated for" was traditionally "to a large degree reserved for the administrative bureaucracy,
whereas the authority of the universities in this matter was significantly
restricted."76
4

II

Conclusion
The considerable growth in the number of foreign students at German
universities during the prewar period was obviously not solely based on
the good reputation of German universities. Especially Eastern European
students came to Germany to escape political persecution and ethnic
discrimination. Regardless of their scientific qualifications, they were
soon subjected to discrimination as
GHI BULLETIN No. 27 (FALL 2000)
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"troublesome foreigners." Following political discrimination, in the
1920s a bureaucratic systematization of admissions policies based on
the standards of the Gennan system was undertaken. In the international context, these unique standards were hardly compatible.
The origins of the subsequent marginalization of German universities on the international market of academic study can also be
traced to the expansion of German universities in the Weimar Republic. In the course of the Weimar-era school and university reforms, the Germany university system was successively opened up to
new social groups, including women. At the end of the 1920s the
German academic elite complained of the "over£i1ling" of universities. The restrictive admissions policies for foreigners can be directly
related to this issue. The governmental centralization of the admissions process provided an important indicator that, with regard to
foreigners, politics were oriented on the interests of a German elite.
Instead of entrusting the faculties and professors with the admissions
of foreign students, these decisions were made at a central
government level. Rather than focusing on individual scientific aptitude, the criteria for the evaluation of foreign certificates were oriented strictly on their equivalency to the structural organization of the
German educational system, and therefore on the logic of social
selection and exclusion.
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LIMITS OF EDUCATIONAL INTERNATIONALISM:
FOREIGN STUDENTS AT GERMAN UNIVERSITIES
BETWEEN 1890 AND 1930.

A

COMMENT ON

PETER DREWEK
ROGER CHICKERING
,I confess that my thinking about the problem of academic" equivalencies" has been limited largely to my experience on admissions
committees at several contemporary American universities. As a
historian of modern Germany, I had not given the matter much
thought. Peter Drewek's excellent essay has thus taught me a great
deal, and it has persuaded me of the importance of this problem in
shaping academic policy in Imperial and Weimar Germany. Drewek
has imaginatively exploited the sources, particularly the protocols of
the national university conferences (HochschulkonJerenzen), to lay out
a convincing case. Growing bureaucratic regulation of admissions
standards, he tells us, had a crucial impact on emollments of loreign
students at Germany's universities. As these regulations became more
restrictive, they undercut Germany's status as the Mecca for
ambitious young scholars throughout the world. Drewek has shown
persuasively that this process set in shortly after the tum of the
twentieth century and that it became more comprehensive and
constraining in the later 1920s, long before the National Socialists
arrived to power. The flow of foreign students into German universities was increasingly limited in what he has called "the filter of
bureaucratic rules."
My ignorance in these matters, from which Peter Drewek has now
provided some relief, limits my qualifications to comment critically
on his essay. I would thus prefer to pose a couple of questions, in the
hope of provoking discussion of several broader issues - in areas
where I feel intellectually more comfortable. I wish to address above
all the question of what lies hidden or obscured in the numbers with
which Drewek has supplied us.
Does bureaucratic regulation provide a sufficient explanation for
the fluctuations in the emollment of foreign students at German
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universities? At the very least, this explanation begs the question·of who
studied where and why. The "disaggregation" of some of th~ data might
well. reveal that issues of academic discipline, faculty strength, and even
the presence of individual scholars in a university's faculty figured
significantly in the decisions of foreign students to visit Germany for their
higher education. To cite some anecdotal evidence from a case with which
I am familiar, the flow of foreign students to the university in Leipzig
after 1890 was fed by students of history, particularly those from parts of
northern and eastern Europe that had not been consolidated into nationstates. They were attracted to Leipzig above all by Karl Lamprecht,
Whose vision of "cultural history" appealed to them precisely because it
assigned to "nations" an importance and dignity that were independent of
statehood.
Second, how does one define "foreign?" This question is related to the
first. How many of the students from eastern Europe, including those
whose citizenship was Russian, spoke German as their . first language?
Given the ethnic categories that increasingly governed discussions of
citizenship after 1890, this question is more than incidental to interpreting
the statistics of foreign emollments.
The whole story strikes me as intensely political. Several additional
questions that I would like to see explored at more length pertain to this
dimension of the paper. Where, for instance, is World War I? The graphs
of student emollment elide the war altogether, as they chart the period
from 1915 to 1920 as a smooth line. They hide the fact that the war
resulted in the departure of practically all foreign students from German
soil-perhaps, one might think, with long-range consequences on
emollment fluctuations. The fact that several of the major bureaucratic
decisions that animate this story took place during the war also strikes me
as worth pondering.
One need not be a devotee of Foucault to appreciate the significance of
these and the other bureaucratic decisions. They had to do with questions
of categOrizing, naming, and labeling people; and these questions, as
Foucault has argued, were inseparable from issues of power. The central
issue was to define those who were" qualified" for study at German
universities. Drewek's essay provides rich details about the elaborate
schemes that were devised to fix the degrees of qualification, including
one from the pen of Reinhold Schairer, who appears to have indebted
himself to Herbert Spencer
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, in defining the" differentiation" of school systems around the globe as
the index of qualification.
On one front, then, Drewek's is the story of bureaucratic arrogati~ni
particularly by the Prussian Ministry of Culture, of the critical power to
define" qualification." The success of the bureaucrats after 1906 came at
the expense of the university faculties, which, prior to this juncture, had
retained considerable autonomy and flexibility in judging the
applications of those who wanted to study in Germany. At the same time,
however, the success of the bureaucrats carried important ramifications
for German foreign policy. It seemed to un., dercut the premises and the more flexible understanding of "qualification" that had underpinned what subsequently became known as
"cultural foreign policy" (auswiirtige Kulturpolitik). The propositions that
training foreigners at German universities served the interests of
German power, that it translated into good will, cultural sympathy, and
ultimately into political influence abroad, seemed to justify the
compromises that faculties had regularly undertaken.
What then of the broader political context in which these emollment
figures fluctuated? I think Drewek's essay itself hints at some answers to
this question. He writes at one point (in the German version of his paper)
of "political caprice joined [verschriinkt] with administrative chicanery
[Raffinesse]." I wonder how capricious the bureaucratic actions really
were, for I suspect that they reflected the more-or-less conscious choices
and decisions of people in important positions, foremost by officials in
various ministries of culture (above all in Prussia). The question might
be posed whether the retirement of Friedrich Althoff from the Prussian
Ministry of Culture in 1907 did not put questions of university
admissions into the hands of men of much less imagination or receptivity
to the importance of having foreign students on German soil.
Another dimension of the same problem has again to do with
labeling. The tag" unqualified" correlated with a whole series of other
labels, like "uncultured," inferior," and" dangerous," through which
many German leaders were increasingly making sense of domestic and
foreign policy. The deployment of social Darwinism in the construction
of these categories of qualification was, in other words, hardly
inadvertent or coincidental. The rigidification of these categories in the
course of their bureaucratization might well have reflected a more
general intensification of political anxieties in these
II
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.1
leading circles. Foreign students at German universities thus posed.~ .•. :
.. a metaphor for broader concerns, and it was no coincidence that the"~
growing salience of revolutionary Russians and eastern Europ anj1 Jews
stood at the center of the debates over equivalencies. The very~ language
of these debates suggested as much. High, uniform stan7:~ dards of
admissions were to serve as "methods of preventing excesY~ sive
emollment of troublesome foreigners" (the German is more;~ suggestive:
"Schutzmittel gegen iibeflllaBigen Zudrang unbequemer,! Auslander").
This topos echoed in variations all over the terrain of,~ German politics
after the tum of the twentieth century. . ~
e

Roger Chickering is a professor of history in the Center for German and European
Studies at Georgetown University.
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:TiIE GENERATION OF MEMORY: REFLECTIONS ON" .

THE "MEMORY BOOM" IN CONTEMPORARY HISTORICAL
STUDIES

]AYWINTER
"Whoever says memory, says Shoah." This is the cryptic remark of
, one of the fathers of the "memory boom" among historians, Pierre Nora,
French political scientist, publisher at the prestigious house of
Gallimard, and the agent provocateur and inspiration behind one of the
most influential ventures in cultural history over the last twenty years,
Les lieux de memoire. In a series of stately tomes published between
1984 and 1992, Nora solicited and reshaped essays by leading French
scholars that, taken together, constitute an inventory of knowledge and
conjecture about memory in the French historical context-memory as
frozen in statues, in objects, in street names, in ceremonies, in political
parties, in legends, in myths, even in historical works. The success of
this venture has been astonish~ ing. 'The collection has sold over half a million copies in FrCl?ce alone.
All of the essays have peen translated into English, first in a three.
volume edition published by Columbia University Press under the
slightly odd title of Realms of Memory; all the other chapters will appear
next year in a four-volume edition published by the University of
Chicago Press. An exploration of German sites of memory is under way;
the same is true in Italy and Portugal;l and everywhere in the AngloSaxon world, historians young and old have found in the subject of
memory, defined in a host of ways, the central organizing concept of
historical study, a position once occupied by the notions of race, class,
and gender. These themes have certainly not vanished, but they have been
reconfigured and in certain respects overshadowed by the historical study
of "memory," however defined.
Clearly something important has happened in our discipline,
something we need to attend to as more than a passing fashion. What are
the origins of the memory boom? What are its implications? Is Nora
right in claiming that it is one of the cultural repercussions of the
Holocaust? In this essay I hope to show that the subject of the Holocaust
has indeed inspired a range of reflections on the notion
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of memory,. trauma, and history. But there are other, distinctive: sources
of the contemporary obsession with memory that arise Out; of a multiplicity
of social, cultural, medical, and economic trends, and developments of an
eclectic but intersecting nature. My argu_} ment here is that each of these
incitements to reflect on memory has { its own inner logic and constituency
but that the effect of their inter- ) section is multiplicative rather than
additive. In other words, the 01 memory boom has taken off because the
impulses behind it add up~1 to a whole greater than the sum of its parts. ..~
.-~~

Memory and Commemoration
One clear impulse to much reflection on memory has been public
commemoration. Here marking or remembering the Holocaust is a critical
problem, one mixed together in very troubling ways with other kinds of
commemoratioh. I shall later address the question as to whether any
symbolic notatiori can accommodate the range of issues. imbedded in the
Holocaust. But on a more empirical, Qescriptive level, it is apparent that
remembering the Holocaust has formed a significant part of a broader
pattern of the commemoration of victims of twentieth-century war. The
Holocaust, which took place between 1941 and 1945, has never escaped
from that contextual location.
Another concentric circle of remembrance surrounds both the Holocaust
and World War II. It is the commemorative moment that preceded it,
addressing some of the complex issues of victimhood and bereavement
during and after World War 1. Taken together, these intersecting
commemorations litter the calendar. On the Israeli calendar, Yom
Hashoah comes one week before Remembrance Day, a solemn
recollection of Israeli soldiers who died in war from the period prior to
the foundation of the state of Israel
today. Yom Hazicharon is
followed immediately and with a wrenching change of pace and mood by
Israeli Independence Day. The link between sacrifice and redemption is
clear; more on that theme in a moment. For observant Jews, Tisha Be'av is
still the time on the Jewish calendar to recall the Third Catastrophe, the
"Dritte Churbn," of the Nazi genocide, follOWing the two prior disasters
of the destruction of Solomon's Temple in Jerusalem in 586BC and 70AD.
On this day, redemption is linked not to the creation of the State of Israel
but to the record of catastrophe over two millennia,

until
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record recalled with sadness and longing for the day when the . ~essiah
will arrive. "Even though he tarries," the affirmation of faith movingly
accepts, "nonetheless I still believe." Redemption here has a direct,
scriptural meaning.
HoW redemptive is the notation of the other moments we recall on
stated days of the year marking wars? There is D-Day, VB Day, VJ
, Da)" and the two older standbys, Memorial Day on May 29, the anniversary of Appomattox, and Armistice Day on November 11. In parts of
Britain and Northern Ireland, the First of July, the anniversary of the
Battle of the Somme, is marked collectively, as is dawn on April
" 25, the day Australian and New Zealand troops landed at Gallipoli;
today that day is Australian independence day. Most are framed within a
narrative of liberty being purchased through the shedding of blood.
Here, as in Israeli Independence Day, the measure is the nation-state and
its hard-won expression of a nation's collective life, so recently
endangered by the threat of extennination.
And now we have January27, the day Auschwitz was liberated by the
Red Army. Here too commemoration cannot escape its political
framework. State-sponsored commemoration is a politically sanctioned
and politically funded rite of remembering in public, adjusted to a
publiCly or politically approved narrative. Remembering the
~ Holocaust at this level is an extension of earlier twentieth-century
commemorative forms. It locates the narrative of war crimes and
victimhood within the framework of national catastrophe and rebirth.
The case of the new Holocaust memorial to be built near the
Brandenburg Gate in Berlin shows the implications of this commemorative setting. The monument, a stone's throw from the renovated
Reichstag and from Hitler's bunker, is unavoidably part of the story of
Germany reborn. Some believe the monument is an essential and
properly placed part of the story; others, and I am one of them, opposed
the location of a commemorative monument to victims of the Holocaust
within such a narrative. Placing the monument in the heart of the
national capital, geographically and metaphorically, also draws attention
away from many original and sensitive commemorative forms in Berlin
and elsewhere in Germany. Focusing on the national level of notation in
my view wrongly configures the problem of how to rem.ember the
victims of the Holocaust. The alternative to a national monument is not
nothing; indeed, the array of
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local, small-scale commemorative forms are entirely consistent with the
federal, regionalized, richly complex nature of German cultural history,
and helps show the multiplicity of meanings of remem_ brance, and
indeed of history, lost in grand national narratives like that of Daniel J.
Goldhagen.
What is true of Germany is true of all other parts of Europe . where
memorials have been built. The national level of notation in no way
occludes local memorials. In Oradour-sur-GIane, or in Drancy, or on the
walls of the Jewish orphanage on the lIe St-Louis, monuments and
inscriptions help locate the Holocaust within the particular, local context of
the scars left by total war in the twentieth century. None of these sites can
"re-present" the Holocaust; nothing can do so in any conventional way. All
they can accomplish - and it is a lot - is to suggest what is absent in
European life because of the genocide and to leave the question of its
"meaning" open. Daniel Liebeskind's design for the Jewish wing of the
Berlin Historical Museum in Kreuzberg goes a long way toward describ- .
ing this void.
2

But ,absence is not meaning. My own view is that it is unwise to try
to encapsulate the Holocaust within any particular system of meaning. To
paraphrase Primo Levi, a set of events about which one cannot pose the
question of "why?" is also an event about which it is impossible in any
straightforward sense to pose the questions of historical context or
meaning within twentieth-century history.
This extended international conversation as to the appropriate character
and content of Holocaust commemoration is bound to go on, and I do not
expect to persuade everyone reading this essay of my point of view. But
for ourpresent purposes, what is most significant about this protracted
debate is the way it has made us reflect on what kind of memories are
elicited by other commemorative projects. In whose interest are they
framed? Most projects of commemoration have been created far from the
center of political power. Second- and third-order elites have done the
original work of remembrance, but frequently their work, originating
within civil society, has been taken over by groups in power who feel they
have the right and the need to tell us through commemoration how to remember the past. And the framework they tend to adopt is redemptive:
Hope springs from tragedy; life moves on.
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Whatever you think of these issues, it is clear that the political debate
over Holocaust commemoration describes one very salient element in the
memory boom of the last thirty years. Nora had a point. But the national
political focus of this story is somewhat misleading. The state is not the
sole nor even the primary source of the recent upsurge of interest in
memory, whether or not related to the Holocaust. Once again, we have to
address processes that arise from many different sources, some at the seat
of power, some not.
State agents, as much as those dedicated to a state in the mak'ing,
have an evident interest in legitimating narratives; very often that is what
they mean by "collective memory" - stories that polish the cultural
credentials of their claim to power. To be sure, all nationalist movements
present versions of their own history and construct political myths that
organize stories about the past to galvanize action in the present. There is
little new in the recent forms of this kind of memory work. Consider
Serbian inventions of a supposedly distinctive ethnic history, remote
from or opposed to that of the Muslims and Roman Catholics, Bosnians,
Kosovans, and Croats, with whom they lived (and intermarried) for
generations; this is just one among many similar political conjuring
tricks.
But memory work has focused on other collectives, too. In some
- places over the past thirty years, globalization and European integration
have, to a degree, diminished the stridency of some national narratives.
German and French nationalism - and their attendant rhetorical forms-are
remote from those of the past. In other cases, nationalism is a direct
response to the perceived dangers of globalization. The World Wide
web, many French observers sadly note, is yet another deft americain,
threatening the extinction of the Francophone world. Nationalist rhetoric
has certainly not vanished, but it increasingly shares the stage with other
languages of collective identity. The much-heralded end of territoriality
has not yet arrived, but state-bounded narratives increasingly compete
with others of a regional or ethnic kind. On both sides of the Atlantic, in
the developed "north" and the developing "south," many ethnic groups
and disenfranchised minorities have demanded their own right to speak,
to act, and to achieve liberation or self-determination. And those
struggles almost always entail the construction of their own stories, their
own usable past. Collective memory is a term that should never be
collapsed into a set of stories formed by or about the state.
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Identity Politics
Here is a second source of the robust character of what I have called the"
generation of memory." The creation and dissemination ofnar< ratives
about the past arise out of and express identity politics.3 One.~ clear
example is the placement of the U.S. Holocaust Memorial.' Museum near
the National Mall in Washington, D.C. The museUIn is, in this sacred
space, both a statement of universal truths and an expression of JewishAmerican pride. Borrowing the notation of one . literary scholar in an
entirely different context, it expresses a mea- ~ sureless story in a grammar
living on the hyphen, the hyphen of ethnic politics.4
The U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum is a spectacular success in many
ways, drawing a huge and varied popUlation of visitors. Its structure and
organization constitute a great achievement, bringing to millions of people
of all ages searing images of a crime without parallel. Handing out identity
cards of Holocaust victims to visitors " inscribes us from the outset in a
family of bereavement, which among other things, is a Jewish family.
Ethnic pride and ethnic sadness are there in equal parts.
But the framework cannot escape its location. The redemptive elements in
the story surround it on the Mall. They tell us of the wider struggle for
tolerance, for freedom of religion, for freedom from persecution; they
locate the Holocaust within the American narrative, itself configured as
universal. Here we have arrived at the right-hand side of the hyphen
"Jewish-American." The museum is the bridge between the two.
s

There have been many other instances of commemoration as an
. expression of the tragic history of persecuted minorities. The AIDS Quilt
is one such artifact of remembrance;6 monuments to the struggle for
African-American freedom raise the same point. Recent attempts to
configure the imprisonment of Japanese-Americans during the World War
IT express the same set of issues, both unique and universal. Again the
hyphen of identity is strengthened by commemoration.
7

In Latin America and elsewhere, testimonial literature rescues
histories trampled on by military dictatorships. The stories of cruelty and
oppression once retold constitute acts of defiance; through the narrator,
the voices of the dead and the mutilated can still be

7
4

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa been a focus
for the release of imprisoned memory. At times, the bourtdaries between
truth and fiction become blurred in such . storytelling. As I?ori~ Sommer
has put it, the line between inform. ing and performmg 18 porous. But
even when the storyteller goes beyond what can be verified through other
sources, the voice of the witness still stands for a generalized sense of
injustice and injury. Here is identity politics as a set of narratives, a"
counterhistory that challenges the false generalizations in exclusionary
'History,'" 'peiU1 by those trapped in a Eurocentric and imperialist sense
of
, what constitutes the past.9
Developments in information technology also help explain why the
memory b.oom has taken off over the last generation. Since the 1960s
and 1970s, audiovisual and now computer-based data baTIks can
preserve and protect the "voice" of the victims. Their stories can be
captured, and through listening to them or viewing them, we can come
into contact with their lives and their tragedies.
The act of attending to such voices is what witnessing is all about.
Its religious overtones are hard to miss. There is a kind of laying on of
hands in such encounters. The persOn who suffered knows about a
mystery - the mystery of evil and the miracle of survival- and we
~ who listen may thereby enter the mystery and share the miracle.
This is a difficult area to investigate, for in it there is a kind of appropriation of suffering that raises many difficult moral questions. Dominick
LaCapra refers to such forms of witnessing in the language of
psychoanalysis. But I doubt that "transference" can really be a
framework for those telling and those attending to such narratives.
Over the same decades that archives of Holocaust victims and other
survivors of oppression and injustice were constructed, the notion of the
"witness" received another kind of validation. From the Adolf Eichmann
trial in 1961 to the French trials of Klaus Barbie, Paul Touvier, and
Maurice Pap on, witnesses caine forward, men such as Leon WelizckerWells who made it his purpose in life to tell the story of what had
happened to hint as a member of a Sonderkommando (special unit).
Literary memoirs became acts of witnessing; the success of Primo Levi's
writing is a case-in-point.
Timing is critical. In the 1940s and 1950s such witnesses were
there, but their voices were marginal to public discourse on World
8
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War II. Heroic narratives of the Resistance were more useful in
revival of the political culture of countries humiliated by occupa;.; tion and
collaboration.n But by the 1960s and 1970s that narrativel work had done
its job; the transition to postwar political stabiliti[ was complete. There
was now room for the victims of the camps toT come forward. And come
forward they did.,.~
Some of their messages reinforced identity politics, in particu1ctr~ the
?ngoing struggle a?ainst anti-~emitism and Holocaust de~a1 .. But m
other ways, the bIrth of the wItness. was the recovery ?f VOICes~"!
that had been there lliI along. It was the dIsclosure of turrratives that.~
.I'.~ dId not fit the herOIC model of the ReSIStance. WItnessmg was an- <
other kind, perhaps an even harder kind, of resistance. .';;
. Iden~ty politics a~ended the recovery of witnesses after the SO-'iI VIet
empIre collapsed m 1989. A whole swath of eastern Europe sud- \i~ denly
w~~ str~pped of its po~tically dO.minant narratives. Berlin was .• ~ now
unified m contemplation of a smgle past. From Potsdam to,~ Moscow, vast
arrays of documents suddenly surfaced, helping to .;~ fuel a new and
vigorous recovery of the experience of several gen-;l~ erations of men and
women whose voices had been stilled. In the ..•. ~ 1990s ese
Chi- j~ nese VOIces, less attesting
to Identity politics than to the brutal re-;~ pression of the Cultural Revolution
and Tiananmen Square. Simply ::1] recording all these stories will take
decades. But in the course of .~ doing so, scholars are helping to build new
political and ethnic iden- :,,~ tities in a number of volatile regions.:~

1i

.could .be h~ard. A!?ngside them were

tr: witnesses

Affluence and Commemoration
I have tried to emphasize the multifaceted and eclectic nature of the
memory boom. There have been political, technological, and philosophical impulses toward privileging the subject of memory in many discursive
fields. Subsequently, I address what a demographer would call "cohort
analysis" -the tracing of generations and the stories they tell over time.
There is a medical dimension to this story to which I also shall turn,
albeit briefly. These are the most important aspects of the efflorescence of
interest in memory I wish to describe. The weaving together of these
varied themes is a classic problem in overdetermination.
But there is yet another dimension to this story to which we must
attend. It is more about audiences than about origins, and although
7
6
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~F· t of fundamental significance, it still is part of the story of why so
~:no
b memory to ay. e est,
d Inone
th lffiW
.
[~:!nany people ar~ t.alkin
g a out
~; ortan precondItion of the memory boom has been a££luence. In a Ie
hutshell, overall economic growth and the expansion of the service .....
sector since World War II have helped shift to the right the demand ·eurve
t

for cultural commodities. In the history of this rising demand,

higher education has played a central role. Since the 1960s there has
been a rapid expansion in the population of university-trained people
whose education provided them with access to and a desire for cul'tural
activities of varying kinds. In Britain, for instance, the number of
university students expanded very rapidly after the Robbins report of
1963, granting the right to free higher education to all who could pass
entrance requirements. In 1962 there were 216,000 fulltime university
students: 118,000 in universities; 55,000 in teacher training; and 43,000
in technical colleges. By 1990 the numbers had risen to 650,000 full-time
students: 340,000 in university and 310,000 in colleges of further
education. To be sure, during the Thatcher years, changes in university
funding upgraded many polytechnics into universities in one fell swoop.
But however tertiary sector education was defined, there were at least
three times as many people studying in institutions of higher education in
1990 as had been three
~ decades before.
The same upward trend in the size of the tertiary sector of education
may be detected across Europe and in the United States after 1960. Part
of the increase is demographic: The baby boom generation was coming
of age. But part was policy driven. Again, comparative statistics here are
treacherous: It is clear that the comparisons are flawed because they
entail juxtaposing very different systems of higher education, some
committed to mass entry with little individual instruction, some more
geared to small-group teaching and individual instruction. Nevertheless,
the international trend is unmistakable. There were eight times the
number of students in higher education in Gennany in 1990 compared to
1960; in France, the increase over the same period was a factor of six; in
Belgium Denmark, Italy, and the United States, a factor of five. Taken
together, the fifteen member states of the European Union had 12 million
students in higher education in 1990; there were about 13.5 million such
students in the United States. And the numbers have grown throughout
the last decade of the twentieth century.
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One other point needs to be addressed: The growth came befotl the
student revolt-of 1968 and cannot be related to it. In France, stu) dent
numbers grew more rapidly in 1966-7 than in 1969-70; GerA man
growth was about the same before and after the "troubles.'('( These are
secular changes, with fundamental effects not only on the .~ skill
composition of the labor force but also on the stock of cultural·':"
capital circulating in society as a whole.
12

J

In Europe the link between educational attainment and income;';
l~vels is not as direct as it is in the United States, but it is true that,;,
affluence funded university growth, whereas university graduatesi
fueled economic growth. By the 1990s many indicators of well-be_ "
ing
Europe and No~ Ame~ica stresse~ th~ long-t~rm.tre~d oil
growmg affluence, consIstent as It was (and IS) WIth massIve mequali- •
'~~ ties and recurrent instability. The inescapable conclusion is that eco\~ nomic trends were both a cause and an outcome of the fact that by .~~

n:

the 1990s there was a larger population of univerSity-educated people
...•..•. than ever before. Their demand for cultural products of many

dif-.!

:1-.' .- ;' ..

ferent kinds was evident. What might be described as the industry; of
culture was in an ideal p~sition for massive growth. The market ... ~ was
there; the target population for cultural products was there; and:J after
two decades of retrenchment, state support for "heritage" or lafi1
patrimoine was - with more or less generosity _ aVailable. • :~~
The British economic historian, Alan Milward, currently teach...~ ing
in Florence, has pointed to the material echoes of these two cul-:1 tural
bywords, "heritage" and "patrimony." The memory boom, he"~ rightly
notes, has happened in part because both the public and the
state have
the disposable income to pay for it. This is how Milward::; put it in a
recent review of books on memory and history in Europeti
in the Times Literary Supplement:
. :-i
The media are the hypermarket outlet for the consumption
.• ,:
of memory. Stern moral and methodological rejection of earlier historical fashions does not alter the reality that this latest
...
fashion, like the earlier ones, is driven by the all-too-positiv.;1
ist forces of the growth of wealth and incomes. The history
:'c
of memory represents that stage of consumption in which
.;
the latest product, ego-history, is the image of the self not j only
marketed but also consumed by the self.14:
There are differences among European countries here, and I look
forward to learning more about the German story, which may not
13

5~

c
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;)fi.t. Milward's sardonic interpretation. But in the British and French ,J-.cas ; which I know better, there is. a symmetry bet:veen economic
t

I.

es

~f: trends and cultural trends ~at we Ignore at our ~eril.

.
'Dwelling on memory IS a matter of both dIsposable mcome ~;, . and
leisure time. Milward has a telling point: Affluence has helped (turn
identity into a commodity, to be consumed by everyone during their (increasingly ample) leisure time. A" common" identity , is
one sharing a set of narratives about the past. Many of these take the
form of bricks and mortar - fixed cultural capital. Exploiting their
attractiveness, as in Britain's stately National Trust homes
, and gardens, the patrimony or heritage trades became a profitable
indUStry, with market niches and target consumers. The marketing
of memory has paid off in a huge consumer boom in images of the
past- in films, books, articles, and more recently on the internet and
television. There is an entire industry devoted to blockbuster
exhibitions in museums, whose visitors seem to respond more and
more to spectacular shows. History sells, especially well as biogr~phy and as autobiography, or in Milward's (and Nora'S) phrase,
ego-history. 15
The British satirical writer Julian Barnes produced a marvelous
reductio ad absurdum of this phenomenon in his futuristic spoof En~ gland, England, published in 1998. Why should tourists have to travel
to consume the icons of British history? Surely it makes more sense
to bring or to imitate the lot on the Isle of Wight? But whatever its
potential for humor, the history business has never been more profitable. It would be important, though, to have more precise information on the choices cultural consumers make. My hunch is that
over the last two decades, the growth rate in attendance at the Imperial War Museum, the British Museum, and Madame Tussaud's in
London, for instance, has been greater than the increase in attendance at sporting events or rock concerts. This is conjecture, but one
worth pursuing in a more rigorous manner.
.
Affluence has had another by now commonplace byproduct. One
vector of the memory boom may also be the exteriorization, or expression in public space, of the interior discourse of psychoanalysis.
Just as Woody Allen has popularized therapy as an addictive way of
life, so the nearly universal spread of therapy cultures have made
memory a light consumer durable good for those':"" yet again - with
the cash to afford it.
~O-'.
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History and Family History: Vectors of Transmission
.. ~
.
. ... ~
So far I have tried to sketch some of the political and economic pre.;.]
conditions for the contemporary memory boom. But there is anotheil level
of significance in this story, one that is more demographic than~ political,
more about families than about nations. .]
In our profession, we should be grateful that history sells; one~ reason that
it is such a popular and moneymaking trade is because~ it locates family
stories in bigger, more universal narratives. One.~ Way to understand the
huge growth and financial viability of mUse,,1 ums and fiction set in the
wars of the twentieth century is to se~j them as places where family stories
are situated in a wider, attimes:~ universal context. Some grandparents
knew the Blitz; now they can~ bring their grandchildren to the "Blitz
Experience" of the Imperial\J War Museum in London. Such imaginings of
war are attractive be- ::~ cause they rest on the contemporary link between
generations, par- ... ticularly between the old and the young, between
grandparents and :: grandchildren, at times over the heads of the
troublesome genera~ ) tion of parents in the middle. In the 1960s and 1970s
this link pointed~: back to World War I; later on, to World War II. . :i
Many best-selling novels set during the two world wars take .. , family
stories as their form. Examples abound: such as Jean Rouaud's"; Champs
d'honneur winner of the Prix Goncourt in 1991,17 or Sebastian . Japrisot's
mOving Un long dimanche de fianfaille,18 or Pat Barker's fictional trilogy on
the Great War,19 or Sebastian Faulks's powerful Birdsong. Barker has written
a sequel whose central figure is a 100- year-old veteran and grandfather of the
narrator.21 Faulks has placed within a later novel about World War IT a story of the
transmission
of traumatic memory between father and daughter.22
There are traces here of the history of several cohorts, mOving through
time, in this fictional landscape. Today's grandparents were children after
the 1914-18 war, and their stories-family storiesare now imbedded in
history, fiction, exhibitions, museums, and pilgrimage, in all the stuff of
ritual that deepen the memory boom. The linkage between the young and
the old - now extended substantially with the life span - is so central to the
concept of memory that its significance may have simply passed us by.
Let me describe a personal experience that illustrates this point I
have been privileged to work as one of the creators of an intern a20
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};~ona1 museum of World War 1, located at Peronne, in the Depart:i. ent
of the Somme, an hour north of Paris. Peronne was the Ger
headquarters during the Battle of the Somme in 1916. This ~hnuseum was
the product of a specific and fleeting generational ~~ ...... moment in the
1980s, when history became family history and there
fore could
include scripts not yet inscribed by the French in their national narrative
of the war. Because of family memories, and traumatic memories at that, we were able to find a way to justify a major
French investment in a story very few Frenchmen had acknowledged
: as fundamentally important to them and to their sense of the past.
Verdun, that other great disaster of 1916, had occluded the Somme in
France, despite the fact that the French lost 200,000 men in the battle.
The man who saw this opportunity was Max Lejeune, president
of the Conseil General and a defense minister at the time of Suez Crisis.
He was a characteristic Fourth Republic politician, a man skilled in the
byways of Parisian infighting, but whose power rested on a personal
fiefdom and following in his own Department of the Sornme. Tourism
mattered to him, but so did the memory of his . father, an ancien
combattant of the Battle of the Somme who had returned from the war a troubled man. The childhood Lejeune recalled
~ was not a happy one; the war had broken his father, and a lifetime later, in
the 1980s, his son Max Lejeune wanted to find a way to put those
memories to rest.
For Lejeune, the idea of a museum originated in family history, his
family history. But his insight was in seeing that such a museum was a
means of turning national narratives into family narratives, redolent to a
very wide public of several nationalities. In this way, this venture could
bring French children at the end of the twentieth century into contact
with the world of his childhood in the 1920s and 1930s, shadowed as it
was by World War I. It could also describe the disintegration of Europe
in 1914-18 in a way that highlighted the urgent tasks of European
integration eighty years later. It could combine nostalgia, ever-present in
family narratives, with a civics lesson in the future of the new Europe.
With the support of a notable of the eminence and power of Lejeune,
it was possible to secure the financial investment necessary for the
creation of a museum. Ultimately, the project cost 100 million francs.
Lejeune also bought the argument, and inserted it in the
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budget Where it has remained to this day, that a museum Without~ research
center would atrophy over time. Placing historical debat€ permanently
within the museum, and funding postgraduate stud .. ~ ies for people
anYWhere in the world working on that war, are stepl, that have invigorated
the enterprise and ensured its Survival. With,,~ out family history (and
French cash), none of this would have be ;:possible. ;:£
en

*

This positive story should not obscure other, more difficult Ways in
which memories of War continue to linger even now, mOre
hill a centory after 1945. The memory boom has enabled some people ,~ to
hide one set of memories behind another. In France and elsewhere,
some narratives of World War I help people evade both perSonal .;~ and
national stories about World War ll. This is by no means tru~ •. ~
everywhere; in Russia, for example, World War I simply vanished_~~ as a
subject of pUblic discourse, eclipsed by the revolutions of 1917'~ and the
civil war that followed it. But where collaboration raised ..
uncomfortable questions in France in the aftermath of World War IT; ,] many
people were happy to sing along with the French troubadour] Georges
Brassens, "Qu' est-ce que c' est la guerre que je prefere, c' est ~ la guerre de
'14-18." . ,"

!hall!

'I

I

Family Memory, Traumatic Memory, and War
Here the diversion of the narrative from one war to another was deliberate.
Other people were not so fortunate. When we encounter family stories
about war in this century, we frequently confront another kind of
storytelling, one we have come to call traumatic memory. The recognition of
the significance of this kind of memory is one of the salient features of the
contemporary memory boom. I take this term to signify an underground
river of recollection, first discussed in the aftermath of World War I, but a
subject of increasing attention in the 1980s and 1990s, When posttraumatic
stress disorder became the umbrella term for those (as it were) stuck in the
past. The memory boom of the late twentieth century arrived in parf
because of our belated but real acceptance that among us, within our
families, there are men and women overwhelmed by traumatic
recollection.
Public perceptions of memory in the twentieth century have become
inextricably tied up with this notion of trauma, understood as a serious
and enduring shock so severe that it induces a kind of
B2

r,'; .. bing or blockage of feeling. Let me try to introduce this notion
then locate its effect on the recent memory boom by turning to a
·.i~ebrated text by Walter Benjamin about storytelling. My point here A,fthat
the notion of traumatic memory is by and large a product of i~.~or1d War 1. This text was
written in 1933. In it, Benjamin observes:
_it: Experience has fallen in value. And it looks as if it is continu.~;.
ing to fall into bottomlessness. Every glance at a newspaper
deIIlonstrates that it has reached a new low; that our picture,
,
not only of the external world, overnight has undergone
changes which were never thought possible. With the First
:.;;
World War a process began to become apparent which has
..,;:
not halted since then. Was it not noticeable at the end of the
~.
war that men retumed from the battlefield grown silent~...
not richer but poorer in communicable experience? What ten
.;.
years later was poured out in the flood of war books was
anything but experience that goes from mouth to mouth. And
there was nothing remarkable about that. For never has experience been contradicted more thoroughly, than strategic
experience by tactical warfare, economic experience by inflation,
bodily experience by mechanical warfare, inoral experience by
those in power. A generation that had gone to school on a horsedrawn streetcar now stood under the open sky, in a countryside
in which nothing remained unchanged but the clouds, and
beneath these clouds, in a field of force of destructive torrents
and explosions, was the tiny, fragile human body.23
There are many other indications that after the shock of World War I
many men and women had grown "not richer but poorer in
communicable experience." Their memories were not on the surface but
went underground. Alongside the public commemorations, or rather in
their shadow, men and women lived out lives that were overwhelmed by
memory. In English, the term shell shock, invented in 1915 and quickly
incorporated into colloquial language, stands for the point of entry into
this world of traumatic memory.
The imagery of the shell-shocked soldier became generalized after
World War Ip4 In 1939-45 the new notation for psychological casualty
was combat fatigue, an unavoidable wearing out of one of the components
of the military machine. Holocaust victims had a very different story to
tell, but the earlier vocabulary of trauma was

.?1~

f,::

.

GHI BULLETIN No. 27 (FALL 2000)
GHl BULLETIN No. 27 (FALL 2000)

B3

there to be seized. And seized again. This was true in commemor311: tive
art a~ much as in ~e~c~ care. It is no accident, ~ ~y view, that:, •. ; .. '. the
notation of Maya Lm s VIetnam Veterans Memonalls that of SirS
Ed~ Lutyens's monument to the miss:in? of the Battle of the Sonunei,~ at
Thiepval. World War I create~ categones that. have fr~ed Some ~j of the
language we use to descnbe the traumatic memones of vic-~ tims of World
War II, the Vietnam War, and other conflicts. . ... ;)$
,«
This also is the case in the field of psychiatry, where the notion:~
of posttraumatic stress disorder-previously termed shell shock or_~ combat
fatigue - was accepted as a recognized medical diagnostic cIas- _] sification
only in 1980, seven years after the end of the Vietnam War. ..~ Once
legitimated medically, it validated entitlements-to pensions,.~ to medical
care, to public sympathy. It also "naturalized" the status -il of Vietnam
veterans. The mental scars of these vets, once legitimated, '~ could be
treated alongside other victims of urban violence, of seXUa11 or family
trauma.25 In all these cases, violence seemed to leave an.~ imprint on what
is now referred to as traumatic memory. _ J~
Enormous progress has been made :in this area over the last thirty .'.~ years
in the field of neuroscience. The biochemistry of traumatic~1 memory is now
a field of active research, and various pathways have .~ been identified that
help us distinguish between memory as recall and-~ memory as re-enactment.
There is now a biochemistry of traumatic)~ memories, memories that are first
buried and then :involuntarily re- .. ~ leased when triggered by certain
external stimuli. The world of neurol-;~ ogy has had its own memory boom,
which:in turn has helped establish . ,;2 the scientific character and credentials
of the notion of "trauma."26}~
The cultural notation of shell shock entered our conversations .~ and our lives
long before the doctors and the bureaucrats finally :;~ made up their minds to
accept it. It is there in the war poets of World .Ii War I; it is there in
Benjamin's reflections; it was there, in families, :in '.i~ villages, in the world of
everyday life. In this broad discursive field, ) much of which is still uncharted,
traumatic memory was subver-,~ sive. It was a time bomb that once detonated
could wreck lives and'~ families. Its evident and troubling existence
undermined more com-r~ forting or officially sanctioned memories, heroic
narratives about .~~ war, about the re:integration of soldiers into peacetime
society, about"':l the very notions of "victory" and "defeat."27 :,:;~
Fiction and fictionalized memoirs have been important vectors;~
for the dissemination of notions of traumatic memory. This has been
.';
:~
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,trUe since World War I, and the appearance in print of the poems of
'WIlfred Owen, who did not survive the war, and Ivor Gurney, who did
but who spent the rest of his life in a lunatic asylum. Some veterans may
have retreated into silence, but there were many storytellers among them,
and among their contemporaries, who to this .day continue to teach us
much about what "trauma" means. Virginia Woolf's Mrs. Dalloway of
1925 is one poignant example; the figure of Septimus Smith was drawn
from the direct experience of her brother-in-law's suffering.
The no-man's land of traumatic memory Woolf explored has been , entered
many times since then. Storytellers have been our essential guides to this
uncanny landscape. I cite only two recent examples of such storytelling,
though more could be adduced to make the point.
The first of the narratives of traumatic memory I want to draw to
your attention is an Israeli novel, Ayen ' erekh-ahavah' by the Israeli writer
David Grossman. The title in English is See Under love. It is the story of
generational ties as the key to the transmission of traumatic memory.
These ties are never simple, and the storytelling that comes out of them is
- as Benjamin suggested - bound to be indirect. Momik, the eight-yearold central figure of the first part of the novel lives in a working-class
quarter of Jerusalem in the 1950s. His
_ parents cannot talk about the past but whisper about the "Nazi beasts."
This leads Momik to conclude that indeed an animal is stalking the land.
He tries to trap it in his cellar, but that failure is the prelude to getting
his hands on the Nazi beast in another way: through storytelling.
The storyteller is his grandfather, a survivor of the concentration
camps. He comes back from the dead. No one knows he has survived
because he has gone insane. One· day he remembers his name and then
retums to the family. An ambulance is the scene of the rebirth of the
older generation. And through this old, deranged manMomik finds out
what the Nazi beast was.
So do we all. The same structure of storytelling appears in a quite
different book, more a meditation than a novel. Its author is an Armenian-American poet, David Balakian. Its title is The Black Dog of Fate.
It is remarkably similar to Grossman's tale, though (inevitably) with
different literary and historical echoes. Balakian's story is a
straightforward Bildungsroman, the tale of a young American boy turning
into a poet. Like Grossman's Momik, Balakian learns noth-
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ing about the disaster of the Armenian genOcide thathad decUnated~
his family and impelled the survivors across the world to the easf~
coast of the United States. His parents refuse to speak of the Turkishi
"beast." The only way the boy learns what happened is through hid
grandmother, a victim of the deportation of Annenians in 1915 who
gives him some inkling of what Went on at mOments of extreme .. ~
strain and anxiety. It is then, when the veils are lifted, that Balakian.:l
hears of the catastrophe and can begin to make some sense of it. ,1
The issue here is less the content of these stories than their struc- '1 fure.
They grow directly out of family narratives but reconfigure l them in
such a way as to highlight and circumvent the traumatic :' silence Benjamin's impoverishment_of the parental generatiolL . .) That silence
is broken, not without difficulty, and not in a linear Way, .; but broken it
is.
The "Cultural Turn" in Historical Studies

'1

Let me summarize my argument so far: My first point is that both
national political imperatives and the growth of identity politics have
contributed powerfully to the memory boom. Affluence and pUblic
funding have fueled it. Part of its appeal is the way the focus on memory
enabled people to build a bridge between family history and history tout
Court. Museums, exhibitions, television, and computer-based projects have
all expressed the public's thirst for the artifacts of memory. The passage of
generations has played a part in this cultural phenomenon too. The
SurviVors of World War I have faded from the scene, but their chiJdr"",
now elderly, have brought to young people over the last two decades
stories about families and about what happened to them in wartime. These
stories become interwoven with narratives about World War IT, many of
which were linked to the Holocaust An earIiernotation about traumatic
memory was stretched to fit this new and unprecedented disaster. Encoding
these narratives of both world wars, and of the Holocaust too, are works of
imaginative literature that will endure long after the last SurviVors of the
Wars of the twentieth century have passed away.
The memory boom of the late twentieth century is a reflection of this
matrix of suffering, political activity, claims for entitlement, scientific
research, philosophical reflection, and art. In conclusion, it may be useful
to add a word or two about the intersection of these

86
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J-bro trends with a number of narrower movements within the his~l>to,;cal profession itself. The first may be described under the head
ing of a cultural tum" in historical s.tudie~. ~en I was an der
ad

IF

u.n - ~rgraduate
forty y~ars ago ~t ColumbIa Um~e~sI~, cult:rral history . was a form of
II

Gelstesgeschlchte, a noble tradition m which German
intellectual history was of central importance. Just emerging in the :rnid1960s was an exciting mixture of disciplines to challenge the prevailing
consensus; it came in many fonns but probably is best stIIIUIl as
social-scientific history. Over the next two decades historical
demography and other forms of sociologically or anthropologically
inspired historical study proliferated. Alongside them was a politically
committed variation of Marxist thinking that created labor history. The
now essential historical journal Past & Present was initially subtitled A
Journal of Scientific History." The subtitle was quickly discarded; the
journal thrived. These strands of historiographical innovation produced
work of outstanding and enduring quality. But as broad programs of
historical interpretation, both of these schools failed to deliver the goods
they had promised. There was no new paradigm like that of the Annales
school of the 1920s and 1930s, promising total history. Instead, the
positivist assumptions of social scientific history and the heroic
narratives of the mak~ ing of the working class, wherever it happened to be, began to fade by the
1970s and 1980s.
Even in Paris, where the phrase "nous les Annales" still echoed
magisterially, the hold of the old ways of thinking began to loosen. Part
of the challenge came from postmodernists fed up with the grand
narratives of industrialization or other fonns of linear progress, or
unprepared to go on charting the history of militancy, or the transformation of a "class in itself" to a "class for itself." The inspiration
behind Les lieux de memoire was political. After the collapse of the twin
stars in the Parisian firmament, Gaullism and communism, many scholars
of contemporary history, including Nora, sought a reorientation of their
outlook through a reflection on what being French entails. And that
meant seeking out the multiple sites of what he termed French" memory."
In North America part of the cultural tum reflected the way the
neighbors began to colonize history. We should note in particular the
increasing significance within historical study of literary scholarship,
offering fundamental contributions to the cultural history of
arized
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World War I, at least in the Anglo-Saxon world. Feminist schOIats have
brought to this subject and to many others powerful new pet spectives. No
one today writes about the cultural history of imP~ri~ alism without some
meditation on the work of Edward Said add some reflection on that protean
concept, Orientalism. And one need not agree with everything Steven
Greenblatt has had to say in ordet} to appreciate the excitement of his ideas
and those of his colleagues~ at Berkeley who edit the journal
Representations. There were as man}t panels on subjects in cultural history
at the Modern Languages As~;l sociation meeting in San Francisco in 1999
as there were at the Ame*'~ can Historical Association meeting in Chicago
the following year.i~
Where once French or French-inspired historians had sought ou{~ clues
toward the features of the unchanging mental furniture of a-;~ society,
loosely defined as mentalites, by the late 1980s many were~ looking at
language and representations. Roger Chartier has helped bury the outmoded
distinction in cultural history between" superstructure" and "substructure" by
insisting that" the representations of the social world themselves are the
constituents of social reality."28 Gareth Stedman Jones echoed the same
point in his influential study published in 1983, Languages of Class.29 Perhaps
the most daring of these scholars is Alain Corbin, who was carved out his own
particular niche in this field with a series of studies of tastes, moods, and modes of
comportment in the nineteenth and twentieth century.30 Even before this cluster of
studies of representations, Antoine Prost produced a series of sophisticated studies
of the political grammar of French veterans, workers, and townsmen.31 Prost took
the "linguistic tum" before it existed. German scholars, following first
Reinhart Koselleck in the study of Begriffsgeschichte, or his. torical semantics,32 or following the work ofJ an Assmann and Aleida
Assmann, have created an entire literature in the field of cultural
memory.33
Globalization is evident in the spread of these approaches to the study of
memory. Saul Friedlander and his students in Israel, Germany, and the
United States helped launch the successful journal History & Memory in
1987. Oral historians in many countries have added their voices and have
helped ensure that the study of memory is informed by a sensitivity to
issues of gender. In much of this broad field of work, Foucault and
Lacan have been the inspiration;35 other scholars have found much in
the reflections of Lyotard or
34
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.; -t\eva about the ruins of symbolic language in the aftermath of
til;iIolocaust.36 postmodernist interventions have returned time and
~.;m' to IlleIlloryP but as we have seen, those engaged in them have
~b-

.i:'()t been

alone.
Within the field of critical theory the subject of memory is both
,{~tral and highly contested. To Kerwin Klein the memory boom is ~cbetrayal of the radical credentials of critical theory, for it " ies $"~P
neW linguis~~ practices with some of ~e ol~est senses of memory
:Cas a union of diVIDe presence and materIal obJect." In some hands,
{Klein argues, the evocation of memory becomes a kind of cultural ::>
religiosity," a "re-enchantment" of our sense of the past.
i{. . . By the 1990s these innovative approaches clearly occupied an Ji?
influential, although certainly not hegemonic, position in the discipline. Some style the sum of these contributions as the linguistic ~. turn,
simply meaning the general acceptance that there are no his~.. torical "facts"
separate from the language in which they are expressed t· in tiIne and place.
Others call it the "cultural tum," meaning the
concentration on signifying practices in the past as a major focus of
current historical research.
Whatever it is called, and whatever its origins, the tide has indeed turned, and cultural history is now all around us. It has ben~ efited from the influx of refugees from Marxist or marxisant history, who
watched their historical paradigm disintegrate well before the Berlin
Wall was breached. At times cultural history has taken an entirely
idealistic turn, in the sense of suggesting that representations constitute
the only reality. This is an extreme position, but it does exist. However
configured, the cultural turn in historical study describes an agenda of
real popularity and potential. Students are voting with their feet here:
economic, demographic, and labor history have not kept their audiences;
to a degree, cultural history has
drawn them away.
There is a ti.m:e lag in the way institutions respond to these intellectual trends. But by the 1990s it became apparent that the subject of
cultural history was growing in popularity among students and scholars
in such a way as to require appointments, grants, promotions, and so on.
Reinforcing the trend is the way in which publishers respond positively
to projects in cultural history and less positively to other specialisms.
Their reaction is part of the story I have tried to illustrate: Cultural
history sells, and not only in the academic
~i:'.
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market. Given the contraction of university jobs in history in BritaiJ and
a steady state elsewhere in Europe, and given chronic instabil ity and
over supply on the American job market, the future of ma"J younger
scholars in the academy has been bleak indeed. One Wa) forward for
them-and not only for them-is into the expanding field of public history.
And in this field, the subject of memory is de rigueur. The story of the
Histone de la grande guerre is only one among many.
All this is entirely invigorating and is an antidote to some of the
conservative features of our discipline. Obstacles still remain: We must
not underestimate the extent to which many historians Consider
"popularity" to be synonymous with "superficiality" and believe that any
idea that is expressed clearly must be deeply flawed. Others find the
subject of cultural history vague and the notion of memory perilously ill
defined-and at times they are right.
One of the challenges of the next decade or so is to try to draw together
some of these disparate strands of interest and enthusiasm through a more
rigorous and tightly argued set of Propositions about What exactly
memory is and what it has been in the past The only fixed point at this
moment is the near ubiquity of the term. No one should delude himself
into thinking we all use it the same way. But just as we use words like
love and hate without ever knOwing their full or shared Significance, so
are we bound to go on using the term "memory," the historical signature of
our own generation.
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Communalism: Basic Facts and Questions
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.§.COMPARING COMMUNITIES: LOCAL

Cette vieille constitution de la paroisse se retrouve chez toutes
les nations qui ont ete feodales et dans tous les pays OU ces
nations ont porte les debris de leurs lois .... Je me souviens que,
quand je recherchais ... dans les archives d'une intendance, ce
que c' etait qu' une paroisse de l' ancien regime, j' etais surpris
de retrouver, dans cette communaute si pauvre et si asservie,
plusieurs des traits qui m' avaient frappe jadis dans les
communes rurales d' Amerique, et que j' avais juges alors a tort
devoir etre une singularite particuliere au nouveau monde.1
TocqueviI1e's observation was at least partly correct. Recent studies
found striking similarities between the communities of America and
prerevolutionary Western and Central Europe. I am currently conducting
research in the United States for a five-year project sponsored by the
Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG). The project concerns itself
with communities and communal representation in early modern Europe
and New England. The focus of the study will be on small rural
communities. Urban systems and their specific social and administrative
patterns will provide a contrasting matrix for further discussion.
Townspeople and peasants in early modern Europe no longer can be
regarded as passive subjects without political ideas or aims. Neither is it
sufficient to concentrate on short-lived upheavals and spectacular clashes
between peasants and authorities. For the ma-
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jority of the population - the inhabitants of villages and small towns:
without privileges concerning education, religious authority, eco~{
nomical or political power - the common men actively participated: in the
building of the early modern state.
Peasants and townspeople formed communities. Communities
settlements with more-or-less clearly defined boundaries and a set of legal
obligations and privileges, were the basic unit of the ~
cal and cultural life of the common man. Forms of self-government .:.
existed in a large part of these communities, such as town meetings, .
committees with administrative functions and even courts staffed by the
inhabitants. In order to describe towns that had such rights and institutions
that provided them with a certain degree of autonomy, Peter Blickle
introduced the term communalism. He defined communalism as a regional form
of voluntary local organization of everyday·· life based on periodic meetings of
residents and their rights to define local nonns and to appoint nonprofessional
representatives to put these nonns into practice. The definition of communalism
in legal and organizational terms must not obscure the fact that it describes
a way of life, a worldview, and a cultural fonn interacting with political
practice.4 Blickle has repeatedly questioned the distinction between
villages and cities. As long as communalism is described in administrative
and legal tenns only, this distinction may indeed be of little concern. But if
communalism is considered a cultural pattern encompassing a specific set
of values, at least a rough distinction must be made between communities
that had institutions of higher education, administrations run by
professionals, and economic structures that focused on crafts and
commerce rather than on agriculture, and other communities that lacked
these characteristics. This differentiation allows for shifting boundaries
and developments within individual communities. Although on the most
abstract level the territorial state was antithetical to the community, it
would be wrong to regard these organizational forms as rigidly separate
entities that were necessarily opposed to each other. The source materials
present conflict and cooperation in a complex system of interrelations that
in some instances makes it difficult to tell both systems apart.
Rural communities expressed and organized their interests in
various ways. The most important platform for communal decision
making was the town meeting. Concerning the communities' deal ings
with the territorial states, in addition to lawsuits, public
<
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tests, and the everyday practice of bargaining and compromise in local
politics, forms of representation emerged. On the level of the Old Reich,
there was a small and steadily decreasing number of peasant
communities that were exempt from the jurisdictions of the principalities, forming states of their own, so to speak: These Reichsdorfer
(iInperial villages) were small, largely agrarian communities that had
been granted the privilege of being summoned to the imperial
, diet. In 1803 only five were left. The Reichsdorfer should not be confused
with th~ short-lived peasant republics of Dithmarschen - the Bremen
and Oldenburg areas-all of which had been dissolved by
, neighboring principalities by the late sixteenth century.8 Because of their
long existence and their considerable influence, the Landschaften seem to
have been more important: In southern German states such as the
margraviate of Baden, the duchy of Wiirttemberg, and the Habsburg
territories in the Tyrol and the Vorlande to name but the largest, rural
communities formed regional corporations, so-called Landschaften. These
Landschaften were collective political representations of villages and small
towns within aristocratic states. They were entitled to send representatives
to the Landtage - the regional estates of the respective principality. In
various small territories these organizations of the peasantry were the only
counterpart the prince had to face. Similar forms of collective
representation of peasant communities were known in parts of northern
Germany and the ecclesiastical territory of the archbishop of Trier. Thus,
these representative organizations - Landschaften and Landtage - became the
most important fora in which political issues could be sorted out between
the communities and the state authorities. The collective bargaining
concerning taxation, administration, policing, and often legislation
provided ample opportunity for the communities to articulate their
grievances (Gravamina) and to confront the territorial authorities with their
demands. As a rule, the deputies of the Landschaften were elected by the
villagers and townspeople themselves. Before the French Revolution
imperative mandates were the norm in all representative systems. As a
rule, the deputies were not free to make their own decisions. In addition,
every resolution of the Landtage had to be ratified by the communities
represented.9 Bosl characterized these practices as a "Vorform des
Parlamentarismus" (protoparliamentarianism) including
"Untertanemeprasentation" (representation of subjects).lo
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Similar forms of communal representation existed in SWeden{i France, the
Netherlands, and, of course, Switzerland. In Britain the:i enfranchised
boroughs had been empowered by royal privilege
return members to
the House of Commons, irrespective of conunu_ ~.:~: nal structures. In
many cases the enfranchisement of a town seems to have been just a
means to create seats in Parliament for the clien_ tele of the gentry loyal to
the king. The English concept of "virtual. representation" reduced the
moment of consent and procuration between the "representatives" and those
supposed to be "repre_ sented" to a minimum. However, it of course helped
to preserve the idea of representation as an indispensable element of the
political system.ll

toi.

<

Virginia Dejohn Anderson wrote that "no single trait defined the New
England settlers ... more clearly than their self-conscious cOmmitment to
communalism."12 Her statement sums up one of the most important results
of the historiography of early America. The entire political system of
Puritan New England was based on communities. This is exactly what
distinguished the colonies most prominently from the motherland.13
Timothy H. Breen addressed this element of early American politics as
"10calism."14 Zuckerman even considered" a broadly diffused desire for
consensual communalism as the operative premise of group life" the New
England town's most significant contribution to American culture. 15 Breen
suggested that the settlers of the 1630s went to America because Stuart
centralization had threatened the traditional institutional forms of
communities in the motherland. Charles 1's attempts to interfere with the
traditional franchise and representation of incorporated boroughs such as
Boston, Ipswich, and Norwich during the 1620s and 1630s had been
witnessed by many of the settlers, most of whom came from these parts of
England. It might well be that these experiences led them to attribute such
overwhelming importance to the rights of the townships and to local
elections undisturbed by outside influences. According to Breen, the settlers
attempted to preserve or rather recreate community life in the colonies as
they had known it in the motherland prior to the king's ill-fated absolutist
endeavor. In trying to do so they created a political and social system based
on the most powerful communities of the early modern period. This is the
primary and probably decisive reason why the American system eventually
developed into something quite unlike the English oneP
16
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Until the Dominion period (1686-9) all officeholders in New
England were elected directly or indirectly by the communities. This
holds true for all local officials, the deputies, that is, the representatives
of the townships at the General Court, the militia leaders, the
magistrates, and the governor himself. The antagonism between the
upper chamber of the magistrates and the lower house of the deputies
that informed the first decades of the New England colonies was a result
of the clash between two corporations elected by the people. Even
though the magistrates accumulated considerable pbwer as
administrators and judges they remained dependent on
" the consent of the organized freemen. It is typical for New England
that the revolutionaries who overthrew the Dominion regime in 1689 and
reinstalled the political system of the 1640s called themselves simply
"the Representatives of the several Towns and Villages of the
Massachusetts." They stated that they had "fully and deliberately
examined the Minds and Instructions of the several Towns" and formed
a new government according" to the Directions by our several
Towns."20 They referred neither to any abstract tradition nor to any legal
principle, nor to the Charter of 1629, nor to the colony itself as the
source of their power and the justification of their rebellion. The
revolutionaries presented themselves exclusively as executioners of the communities' mandates.
.
The communities were de facto in charge of the franchise itself.
During the first years of the colony, officially only members of the
Congregationalist church in full communion were allowed to become
freemen entitled to vote. But according to Congregationalist principles
the parishioners themselves decided who was to be admitted as a church
member. In 1647 the General Court confirmed the power of the
community: Everyone could take part in communal elections who was
declared fit to do so by his fellow residents, even if he was no freeman.
The various censuses introduced in compliance with English tradition did
not effectively narrow the franchise: In fact, practically everyone who
owned a farm, that is, the large majority of the population, was able to
qualify for the census.22 In this context, it is well worth remembering
that Bosl coined the term Hausviiterdemokratie for the Landschaften of
Germany, whereas Brown depicted prerevolutionary New England as a
"middle-class democracy."23 Both terms are certainly overenthusiastic,
but still, the similarities suggested by the results of research are striking.
18
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In brief, it may be said that in the political system of New _ . gland a

most extreme form of communalism had taken shape. Wim regard to
the emergence of a democratic territorial state in eighteen. _\. century
America, representation and participation prior to thatdafe are of
special interest. One might ask whether the strengthofth~
communalist tradition in the respective countries set the pace J~ the
development of a democratic society. This of course Would uti: ply a
re-evaluation of the revolutions. After studying COrrunUh~t: systems
in America and France, respectively, Robert Brown cmcf ·Wolfg~g
~~ale both concluded that ~e revolutions failed to-bnriga about
SIgnificantly more freedom or to Improve chances for partick
pation.25 .'D'
24

The Structure of the Comparative Approach
To fully understand the conditions and consequences of conunllC.)t nalism
and representation it is necessary to compare the Europeari:;i. systems with
New England. This comparison has been recognized'~ as a desideratum by
American and European historians alike.26 I£.j,~ representation is
regarded not from the perspective of the central';ii ~ ized power and its
administrative agencies but from the viewpoint'{~~ of represented
townships, the form of the representative institutionit~ itself (the twochamber system of England and New England or the{~~; three-curia
model of France and Germany) is of secondary impor....:~, tance. A
comparison has to deal with this important variant; but itS_~' is not a
difference that renders the comparison meaningless.w
Comparative historiography has made considerable progress in ....
recent years. As a result, it now provides a variety of models for a
comprehensive study of prerevolutionary forms of popular political participation. The aims of historical comparison fall into five
broad categories. Every comparative study concentrates on at least
one of them. The notorious question of comparability as well as the
construction and use of the background matrix or tertium comparationis
(that is, the third issue of comparison) are not a problem of general
comparative theory but rather a function of the aims of comparison.28
27

First, of course, all comparisons focus on their specific objects.
This means that comparisons may give individual historical phenomena a clearer profile and shed light on aspects that so far have
98

lie~overlooked or misrefresented.29 D~~g the objects of co~J~sons is
a methodolOgIcal challenge ill Itself. Th~ comparative ~:,R· roach
probably more than any other metamethod IS apt to tempt
researche: into isolating. objects from their social and historic i
ontexts. A nustake of that kind, of course, would reduce compara£-~ve
historiography ad absurdum. Analyzing the interrelation of
the
contexts and the objects of comparison or, in the terms of Marc
t<Bloch, between "milieu" and "phenomene," is an essential part of
~;>COIIlparative historiography.31 To complicate matters even further,
it ~f must be taken into account that one phenomenon could be part of
[i' another one's milieu. In this context, it is obvious that studies of ..
cultural transfers and comparative studies presuppose each other.32
Second, a comparative approach can be used to analyze systems.
Comparing individual elements of a system to each other with respect
to the functions they serve within the system provides a key to a
better understanding of the system itself.33 Patterns of development
and causality are the third category of comparative historiography.
Chris Lorenz stressed that the genuinely historical answer to the
question of causation is Komparatistik: Only elements that feature in
the development of one phenomenon and in a similar fashion in the
developments of similar phenomena can be regarded as the cause of
the phenomenon. Earlier on, Gerhard Haupt and Jillgen Kocka
explicitly suggested replacing models of gradational evolution with
comparisons. Otto Hintze's work on the origins of political
representation - a topic closely related to my own project - is an
example of this kind of comparative historiography. Hintze's arguments seem questionable because he failed to use the comparative
approach consistently: He focused on just one chain of causation that
was illustrated with but not founded on comparisons. Fourth,
comparisons aim at either, the construction or the destruction of theories and paradigms, including typologies. Emil Durkheim's somewhat
misleading equation of comparisons in the humanities and
experiments in the natural sciences is valid only in this context: Comparisons as well as experiments are means for hypothesis testing.
Synthesis is the fifth possible aim of comparative historiography.38
The synthesizing comparison aims at establishing individualities of a
higher order: Historical phenomena from various contexts that share
at least one distinctive quality, such as belonging to the same largescale structure or process, are grouped together as a new unit.
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TItis new unit provides a hermeneutic model similar to !he Webe"<O
ideal-type." Co:"paring its elements. wi!h each o!her WOuJd'#r duce
an exhaustive analytical syn!heslS of Its aggregative fOllng Oil
conditions. Leopold Von Ranke's essay on !he great European pok_
ers paved !he way for this kind of historical compariso,"
works of Alexander Gerschenkron on !he industrialization oflf'_ rope
and Barrington Moore on !he origins of dictatorShip and di;. mocracy
in !he United States, Europe, and Asia are probably tlJ\, best

anctill.

examples." .,

" In order to amve at a comprehensive understanding of earl~ modem
communal representation it seems best to emphasize th,!~ syn!hesizing
aspect of !he comparison. This prOvides me wi!h the': opportunity to
focus not so much on !he Variety of political sy
but on
communalism and representation as large-SCale phenomena";that took
Various shapes in !he respective political systems.
approach not
only adds more details and regional Variants to the~. history of state
building. Because it prOvides structured and criti' .. t cally eValuated
information only a syn!hesizing comparison can~; ansWer !he question
of What influence communalism had on stati", building in general and if
it has sufficient hermeneutic value to be regarded as a master narrative of
the early modem period.
The comparison describes communal representation in its various
forms and contexts as a segment of !he political reality from !he
sixteen!h to !he eighteen!h centuries. The question discussed by EdWard Freeman, Herbert Baxter Adams, and o!hers at !he end of !he
nineteen!h century - whe!her !he New England township is to be
regarded as a survivor or a revival of Germanic traditions gOing back
to !he early Middie Ages or even to antiquity _ will not be dealt wi!h
here." Ra!her, my project focuses on the effectiveness of communal
representation between !he Refonnation and !he age of revolution. In
order to do so, it will address mutual influences and cultural trans'
fer between Europe and New England during !hat Period. Therefore,
institutional "ancestors" !hat bo!h systems allegedly had in common
are of secondary importance.
ste

lt1ii:

This';

Main Issues of Communal Representation

The comparison will be infonned by three issues that address basic
conditions of COIIUnunalism and representation.
100

~~~pular Christianity and the Invention of the Community

~soon as the demands of the Reformation had been popularized
b'~ermons and pamphlets, community theology became a vital is/X e
The demand of the German revolutionaries of1525 to base eccle~.w-~tical administration on individual communities resembled Pu·;'~tan
practice in New England. But it is not sufficient to describe
X~OIDmunities as actively participating in the reform movements or
~tto give a rede~tion of state power b:y communal theology as. the ~ .. ~
only interrelation between communalIsm, theology, and lay pIety. ~;popular Christianity helped to construct the idea of the community ; asa
political unit. It created political awareness in and for the community.42 The starting points and prerequisites of this popular communal theology were, among others, Huldrych Zwingli's political
teachings and Heinrich Bullinger'S covenant doctrine. Interpreted by
English Puritans of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries such as
William Tyndale, John Preston, and Richard Baxter, they influenced the
concepts of the social covenant and the covenant of grace thatprevailed
among the New England Congregationalists. Church, state, and society
were regarded as a voluntarily formed union based on a covenant
between God and the faithful. At the same time local communities could
be regarded as covenants formed between God and the settlers and
among the settlers themselves. Congregationalism fused the parish,
church-going, and the community as the basis for the entire ecclesiastical
organization. It thereby considerably strengthened the position of the
communities in the sociopolitical sphere. The formation of a new town,
that is, a new local covenant, could take the form of a contract or a sworn
confederacy.44
The oath was part and parcel of the religious foundation of communities and corporations. As a rule, peasant organizations in early
modern Germany were sworn confederacies. This holds true especially
for the rebel groups of peasant revolts. In everyday life, after town
meetings had decided on important local issues, the villagers formed a
Verbiindnis-a sworn confederacy that obliged everyone to respect the
town meeting's decision. The state authorities, however, denounced such
confederacies of subjects as coniuratio (confederacy or·conspiracy). The
refusal to swear oaths of fealty to the prince was a most profound act of
resistance. The oath as mutual obligation before God as well as to God
added a religious quality to
43
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confederacies. COnfederacies had an egalitarian character as oPPOs>a to
the "vertical" oaths of fealty or oaths of office in traditional fe1j, dalistic
systems. Claiming God as the foundation and the guarantd, of their
existences, confederacies indirectly challenged the absolute ist dOctrine
of divine right." Confederacy and cOVenant undernur.ea
the emerging hierarchies of absolutist-style administrations in th~\ same
way the corporations of medieval cities had challenged feu:: dalism." It
is noteworthy in this context that lean Bodin depiC!eij!; confederacies
and corporations founded on oaths as atavistic relics";:
that could not claim to be legally binding without the king's con:} sent.
Bodin suggested alloWing only oaths of loyalty Sworn by of,."!
ficeholders to the Sovereign, thus frying to limit access to God as the::
Source of political legitimacy."

i.

The political system of New England Was founded on oaths:'.\ Apart from
local COVenants, settlers bound themselves to the colony;;: by the s<>-called
oath of fealty. To exercise political rights they had to'l1 swear the oath of
freemanship. By 1648 the Massachusetts code of .~ law included an elaborate
system of oaths for all officials and mag, ,liJ istrates, which informed the
corporate character of Massachusetts.
Swearing the respective oaths, the
settlers formed mutual bonds'!! between themselves and their elected
government or bound the of- ficials to the good of the colony and the orders
of the General Court . /il
Until 1671 the king Was not mentioned." According to a law enacted as
early as 1641 only the Genera] Court, that is to say the elected;
representatives
of theoaths.
townships
and the magistrates, Was entitled ..•. , to
50
demand obligatory

;li

'tl

,'1

The religious foundation of communities Was twofold: The community theology of the Reformation and the oath. Both questioned
aristocracy and state hierarchy, thereby prOviding a finn basis for
communal representation.
2. Intermediators Between the Community and the Territorial State

In order to understand the relationship between the COmmunity and the
territorial state one must focus on the persons that mOnitored contacts
between these systems. Being spokesmen and agents of the townships,
they dealt with the institutions of the state on the communities' behalf.
In order to be sUccessful these persons had to reconcile the interests
of the respective community and the territorial
102
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"~~thority, finding their position within both systems. To that extent,
;~ese intermediators did more than just represent a township. Bor;owIDg a neutral anthropological designation these persons could
,ixte called "brokers"; the term representative should be used only in a
,;r strictly technical sense.
i' . The loyalty of these brokers to their clients was seen as a central
,p~int for the func~oning of the P?litical ~ystem. J .G.A. Pocock
ev.en ~' described accusations of corruption agamst these brokers as an
m;-f tegral part of Western political culture. It is striking that the Gen
eral Court did not pre~cribe an oath of office for the deputies, alJ- though
it had formulated obligatory oaths for the officeholders of
the colony and the towns, and even the freemen themselves. The
impression that the deputies were responsible to the central organization of the colony thus was avoided. In fact, the legislator sidestepped stating whether a deputy's loyalty belonged to the township
he represented or to the colony within which he represented
the town.
So far, scholars have taken an institutional approach when dealing with representation in early modern Europe. They have focused
on the function that the representative institution had for the state
rather than on its significance for those it represented. Hardly any
attention has been paid to the members of regional parliaments as a
distinctive group, let alone to the representatives of towns. As a rule,
the deputies of the rural communities at the Landtage were 10- cal
officeholders. These local offices, such as Dorfuogt (village constable),
Ammann (sherif£), and Schultheifl (baili££), often had the character of an
"institutionalized compromise" between the territorial state and the
village: Their authority and competencies were the result of
protracted, often permanent negotiation between both agencies, so
that it was sometimes impossible to decide whether these offices
were part of the communal or the state organization. The officeholders
served territory and town alike: They were-at least in practice responsible to both. In that respect, they were brokers par excellence
even before they were sent to the Landtag as the communities'
deputies. The education, private means, and personal power of these
deputies were as diverse as the backgrounds they came from: The
officeholders in the agrarian small towns of the Habsburg territory of
Oberhohenberg could hardly be distinguished from their fellow
villagers, whereas an Ammann from Vorarlberg

t~
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might have legal training, extensive administrative experience, and
considerable interregional influence.
53

Extensive research into the general assemblies of New England has
provided a comparison that facilitates the critical transfer of explanatory
models. Recruitment patterns of leaders and the relationship between the
electorate and its representatives were at the core of the old debate
between Progressives and Neo-Whig .54 Prosopographical research for the
eighteenth century suggests that the leaders of the Massachusetts colony
held strong positions in their hometowns as the basis of their power.
Most members of the political elite were affluent, but personal wealth
and education were less meaningful than the reputation of the families
they came from. More important was the trust of their fellow townsmen
they. had earned While serving in minor local offices.55 This supports
Jack P. Greene's interpretation of the New England elite as a
meritocracy. 56 More recent research has demonstrated that absentee
landowners figured prOminently among New England magistrates and
deputies. 57 The relative stability of the colony's political elites in spite
of annual elections was explained in various ways. P.M.G. Harris's
intriguing study suggested a cyclical system that allowed members of the
lower strata of society to obtain leading positions in regular intervals
dictated by population growth. This approach of course ignores the
question why elites remained stable between intervals. 58 Some
historians assume that the common man
of New England Was led by "deference": Out of an unthinking respect
for his "betters" he readily granted them leading positions. 59 This
explanation is hardly satisfactory; it has been criticized as tautolOgical.
60 Even if deference was an important element of the political ideas of
the majority; it remains to be explained in What ways deference was
secured: by birth, by property, or by achievement? The American
debate about deference has largely ignored the concept of Ehre (honor)
that has OCCupied German historians and is now reCOgnized as a
central element of early modern European peasant culture. In any case,
however, the problem of the Ehre of officeholders has been neglected.
s
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Puritan New England has been called a theocracy. It certainly
had its own doctrine of divine right spread by election-day preachers
and advocated by such notables as John Cotton, Nathaniel Ward, and
John Winthrop: The ruler's office was of divine nature. He was
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able to govern because God's predestination and grace had enabled
him to do so. In a manner reminiscent of Bodin's absolutist ideology,
New England magistrates presented themselves as God's vice regents
on earth. Even less willing than Luther to acknowledge the Gennan
Peasants' War as lawful resistance, preachers in New England
condemned it as an exemplary attack on God's order and
anathematized Thomas Miintzer.63 In an election sermon of 1676 William Hubbard explained that God created men as either "Heads," born
leaders, or "Brethren ... whose wisdome it is to obey rather then
dispute the Commands of their Superiours."64 Political disputes
·'between settlers were not frequent occurrences in colonial New England, and virtually none of them were violent. If this doctrine ever
attracted a response from the New Englanders, it is likely that it took
the form of deference for political leaders. This might make it easier to
accept deference as a historical category, even if the principle of
deference itself is not sufficient to explain the working of the colony'S
political system. But the New England divine-right theory had another
important aspect. According to this political theology, the election by
the people was a merely formal, administrative act by which the ruler's
divine quality was publicly acknowledged and confinned. Basically,
the election was not part of the theocratic concept. But only the small
governing elite of magistrates claimed divine calling. At least
according to Winthrop, a divine election was not necessary to be made
a representative, to be able to acknowledge, to understand, and to
work for the aims and needs of the majority.65 There was a
fundamental difference between being elected magistrate, responsible
for the state of the whole, and being elected deputy: The deputies were
"but the.representative body of the people, ... the Democraticall parte
of our Gouerment."66 Winthrop suggested that God punished New
England because it had trusted the deputies, that is, persons without
divine calling. The character of the deputies' office was exclusively
secular, maybe the most unequivocally secular part of Puritan political
culture. The oath or covenant on which the community was based did
not endow the representative with sacral qualities. All their authority
was based on election by the people. If it was Thomas Hobbes's merit
to have founded a political theory on a secular basis, it was the merit
of the system of communal representation to have founded political
practice on a secular basis.
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3. Preconditions and PUrposes of Representation: Political Ideas of the
Common Man

The oath and community theology, recruitment and the role of the brokers
necessarily presuppose another, in fact the most important, question: What
were the communities' political aims? How did they define their role in the
emerging territorial states, and what did they expect from these states?69 It
is not possible to understand the historical significance of communalism
without addressing these problems, even if one admits that these aims and
the influence that forms of communal representation had on state-building
might be two quite different issues. The answers to these questions aid in
describing the civic awareness, that is, the political thought of the common
man. _ When the political identity of the majority is looked at within the
framework of a comparative study of rural COmmunities, a lOcale is
provided within which political values and mentalities could take shape.
Thus, explanatory models that are designed to encompass the whole of the
society and are therefore probably too far-reaching to be meaningful can be
avoided. At the same time, it becomes possible to outline the political
worldview of a significant portion of the population.7o Of course, it is to be
expected that popular political thought was informed by denOminational
traditions, local and regional economics as well as social differences within
the communities, and therefore was far from homogeneous. Nevertheless,
to reduce the political awareness of the common man to denOminational
belief and social status would once more render the majority
of the population incapable of thinking in political terms.
Various large-scale patterns of political values of peasant communities
have been discussed in recent years. Kenneth Lockridge regarded
autonomy, or rather self-sufficient" splendid isolation," as the aim and the
very core of community politics: "This was what many New Englanders
meant by 'freedom': the right to secede into their own little worlds."n
Breen provocatively depicted not the political independence of the villages
but rather the emergence of a territorial state-in spite of the prevailmg
localism-as the issue that needs exp aining.73 Wolfgang Kaschuba ascribed
the same objective to German villages: The common sense of
communalism was first and foremost conservatism, the preservation of the
village's status quO.
71
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Communalist villages claimed that they sought the "common good"
or Gemeinnufz - the welfare of the community as a whole. At first glance,
common good hardly seems to be more than an empty vessel that might
be used by any lobby to pursue its respective aims. In fact, the
authorities of the aristocratic territorial German states usurped that phrase
to justify centralization and the ever-increasing power of their
administrative apparatus. Nevertheless, common good was, on the one
hand, a basic category in the political thought of rural communities.
Various elements could be depicted as referring to the corrimon good: the
use of the Allmende (pasture
'and woodlands collectively owned and used by a village), infrastructure,
such as bridges and highways, the availability of interchangeable
currency - a major issue in an early modern German economy infested
with counterfeiting. On the other hand, and probably more important, the
meaning of common good was a negative one: It implied the
communities' intolerance toward individuals who seemed to place their
own ends before those of the community?6 In addition, authorities were
accused of neglecting the common good. The rebellious peasants of
Wfuttemberg proclaimed in 1514 that next to the greater honor of God
the common good should be the purpose of politics. Under the pressure
of villages and towns, Habsburg Archduke Ferdinand even granted a new
Landesordnung (constitution) for Tyrol in 1526 that gave as its main
objective the " gemainen vnd vnserer Lanndschafft £rumen vnd nutzen"
(the common welfare and the common advantage as well as the welfare
and the advantage of all the villages in this country).78
In a manner very similar to that of the rebellious German peasants
Winthrop described in his famous speech aboard the Arrabella:
"The Common good of the Creature, Man," next to the glory of God, is
the aim of the settlers' endeavor. The oaths that the freemen of
Massachusetts, Connecticut, and New Haven had to swear obligated them
to promote the public good. Reflecting on the controversy concerning
the need for written secular laws in a society that accepted the Bible as its
guideline and "visible saints" as its leaders, the "Laws and Liberties" of
Massachusetts defined in 1648 that all "humane law that tendeth to
common good ... is mediately a law of God."81 This meant that the
common good was seen not only as the yardstick with which to measure
laws, sentences, and political rule but also was the key to understanding
the will of God.
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Two potential misunderstandings of this concept mUst be ruled' out. Early
modern peasant societies in America and Europe accepted the common
good as a value. First, this of course does not mean that individuals were
not interested in personal material gain.82 Second, the preoccupation with
the common good did not portend an interest in equality. MUnch and
Walker described order as a central category not only for peasant
communities and small towns but also for the whole of the early modern
estates system.83 The order of early modern political thinking remained
compatible with the ordo of the MidcI1e Ages. MUntzer, the Diggers, and
other radical minorities Were the exceptions that strengthened the rule. The
social stratification of society was regarded as God given. In source
materials from New England there is abundant evidence for this idea of
Societal order as
a harmony of inequality. This notion helps us understand why a basic
feature of New England settlement went largely undisputed, namely, that
the system of land allotment distributed land uneqUally in favor of
affIuent settlers. Although it made it easy for almost everyone to acquire a
certain amount of land, it cemented social differences. New England's
doctrine of divine right was a part of this set
of ideas.
84

Nevertheless, early modern American and European peasants accepted the
common good as a social ideal and in addition to that as a guiding
principle of politics: They accepted the common good as a genuinely
political idea. On the very eve of the American revolution the
Enlightenment's idea of the state protecting individualism was still alien to
the New England pUblic: The privileging of the common good over
private interest or factionalism was still taken for granted. The dOminant
role of the common good as a concept was one of the reasons why the
protection of private property, which figured so prominently as a raison d'
etre of the state in the eighteenth century, played but a minor role in the
earlier diSCUSSion on both sides of the Atlantic.86
85

Closely related to the common good, in fact part and parcel of the
community's welfare, was peace. In Geflllan Dorjordnungen (town laws),
it is one of the main tasks of the inhabitants to keep the peace within the
village. They had not only to avoid conflicts, but they often had a legal
obligation to intervene as peacemakers When quarrels arose and to report
any disturbance of the peace.87 Blickle even regarded communal peace as
the basis of and driving force behind
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the process that led to the delegitimization of feuds at the end of the
Middle Ages. Town courts staffed by peasants sanctioned breaches of
peace and petty crime. Even though most peasant communities in early
modern Germany did not officially participate in the administration of
criminal justice, recent research has proved that they had a keen interest
in punishing delinquents. They actively participated in criminal
procedures as pressure groups, collectively brought charges, and even
usurped legal functions of the territorial authorities.89 In a very similar
way the communities of New England, too, were integrated in the
system of peacekeeping and law enforce, ment. The principle of the covenant of course prescribed strict maintenance of peace.91 To guarantee "Tranquility, Quietess (or Peace)" not
with respect to outside forces but within the colony and the individual
villages was characterized as one of the main duties of New England"
rulers."92
The preamble of Massachusetts's earliest code of law, the "Body
of Liberties" of 1641, presents the political ideology of New England
puritanism in a nutshell. The text is worth quoting:
The free fruition of such liberties Immunities and priveledges as
humanitie, Civilitie, and Christianitie call for as due to every man
in his place and proportion without impeachment and
Infringement hath ever been and ever will be the tranquilitie and
Stabilitie of Churches and Commonwealths. And the deniall or
deprivall thereof, the disturbance if not the ruine of both. We
hould it thererfore our dutie and safetie whilst we are about the
further establishing of this Government to collect and expresse all
such freedomes as . . . we foresee may concerne us, and our
posteritie after us, And to ratify them with our sollemne consent.
The concept of order and inequality ("liberties ... as due to every man
in his place and proportion") was clearly in effect. Rights and liberties
were defined according to denominational standards. But the law itself
and all the civil rights of the settlers were subordinate to the main issue of
harmony and peace (" tranquilitie and Stabilitie"). The "Body of
Liberties" -as in the case of all laws that were to follow it - was enacted
by the consent of the communities' representatives. One might even say
the consensus and the ratification clause were the necessary
consequences of the concept of peace:
A commonwealth guaranteeing harmony could only be based on
88
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unanimous acceptance. Drafts of the "Body of Liberties" had been
submitted to the townships for their suggestions and their criticisIll. It
might therefore at least be regarded as compatible with the majority's
political objectives.
94

Peace implied unity. Even if they were not threatened from the outs~de,
communities in America and in Europe regarded unity as a value in itself.
In Genhan and American source materials the COIllmunal obligation to
stand together and act" as one man" occurs time and again. In his
"Arrabella" speech Winthrop urged his fellow settlers to "be knitt together
in this worke [that is, the building of the colony] as one man."95 When they
decided on more important business, town meetings in the electorate of
Trier formally proclaimed their willingness "beyeinander zu stehen, ein
Mann zu sein, auch leib und gut beieinander zu lassen" (to stand together,
to be one man, and to win or lose life and livelihood together).96 The term
Einung (oneing) was used for the gatherings of rebellious peasants as well
as for the bylaws of villages the inhabitants had agreed on. Hobbes's
description of the Leviathan as a created god, a "person" formed by the
consent of persons as well as the terms legal person or Rechtsperson might
rather be derived from this communal tradition
than directly from the theological metaphor of the church as the mystical
body of Christ, even if that was the common source of both. 98 In New
England and in Germany town meetings seem to have regarded
unanimous decisions as the rule or even as necessary.99 During the first
gathering of the New Haven settlers in 1639 every item
of the constitution read to the assembly was agreed on in a series of
unanimous votes. Only one person, whose name the official record
discreetly omits, voiced a dissenting opinion concerning a specific issue.
He did so after he had voted in favor of the proposal "because
he would nott hinder whatt they agreed upon" and was quickly
silenced.lOo The election sermon preached in Boston in 1671 described
it as a prime duty of the rulers to "care to quiet Complaints and
Contentions, and to heal dissatisfactions that arose among" the settlers.
When the victory of the revolution was officially proclaimed
in 1689 the representatives of the towns assembled in Boston stressed
the fact that all political decisions had been made unanimously.102
By emphasizing the values of peace and unity the community
protected itself; its ability to act and its very existence depended on it.
The hostility toward factionalism made it difficult to form
97
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supral interest groups that transcended the boundaries of the individual
town; the political system was shaped by communal representation, not by
the representation of regional pressure groups such as guilds or merchants'
associations. Within the community, unity and peace marked the
willingness of individuals to obey to its rules and accept standards of
conduct that were based on reciprocity. The covenant and the confederacy
illustrate this point. Both created obligations of individuals toward each
other and thereby created communities. In contrast to Lockean concepts of
contract, they did not mention individual rights.103 Strict social control was
one of the basic features of early modern community life. Regional studies
suggest that the concept of unity and peace could become ideologically
contorted to the point of being dysfunctional. Tensions within the
community were not resolved but smoldered quietly for years, providing
among other things a breeding ground for accusations of witchcraft.104
Zuckerman explains that, as a result of this striving for unity, no election
campaigns took place in New England and that the source materials
seldom yield details concerning village political factionalism, the exact
outcome of elections, or unsuccessful candidates. Open division and the
clash of differing opinions was to be avoided or at least not be remembered
for too long. When the decision had been made, village unity was restored.
Even the secret ballot that was common in seventeenth-century New
England might be regarded not only as a means to protect voters from the
pressure of powerful candidates but also as a way to avoid obvious
factionalism, that is, the clash of articulate supporters of different
candidates during the election meeting. Indirectly, the central ideas of
unity and peace discouraged opposition and strengthened the positions
of representatives.
Villagers consciously and eagerly contrived unity: It was by no
means _ as Tonnies's romantic construction would have it, Gemeinschaft
(traditional community)106 - an unproblematic result of living in smallscale communities. Of course, factionalism, pluralism, individualism,
and self-interest existed within village communities, but they were
rejected and sanctioned because they contradicted the political ideal of unity.107
Given the importance of the religious foundation of the community,
the strict obligation of the representative to his constitUency and the
decisive roles peace, unity, and the common good played in
ocal
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political thought, it comes as no surprise that communities on both sides of
the Atlantic addressed charity and neighborly love as the ruling principle
of politics. The idea of mutual obligation prevailed over that of divine
election. The pattern of neighborly love facilitated the organization of
community-state relations by means of represen_ tation based on elections.
However, the utter lack of respect for pluralism and individualism in the
political thought of the common man makes it impossible to regard early
modern communal systems as democratic. Even though elections,
representation, and participation had become integral parts of the political
structure, it would still be anachronistic and misleading to call this
structure democracy. "109 There could be no democracy without
democratic thought.
108
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