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26th Transatlantic Doctoral 
Seminar in Ger man History: 
Nineteenth- and Twentieth-
Century Ger man History

Virtual Seminar, June 16-19, 2021. Co-orga nized by the 
Ger man Historical Institute Washington and the BMW Cen-
ter for Ger man and Euro pean Studies at Georgetown Uni-
versity, in coop er a tion with Villa Vigoni – Ger man-Ital ian 
Centre for the Euro pean Dialogue. Conveners: Anna von 
der Goltz (Georgetown University) and Richard F. Wetzell 
(GHI). Faculty Mentors: Monica Black (University of Tennes-
see, Knoxville), Jürgen Dinkel (Univerisity of Leipzig), and 
Joe Perry (Georgia State University). Participants: Alexan-
dra Fergen (University of Oxford), Sara Friedman (Univer-
sity of California, Berkeley), Katharina Friege (University 
of Oxford), Eric Grube (Bos ton College), Mat thew Hershey 
(University of Michigan), Sheragim Jenabzadeh (University 
of Toronto), Tamar Kojman (Hebrew University) , Jon a than 
Lear (University of California, Berkeley), Aileen Lichtenstein 
(University of Glasgow), Annalisa Martin (Birkbeck College, 
University of London), Alexander Petrusek (Rutgers Uni-
versity), Michael Rösser (University of Erfurt), Johnathon 
Speed (Vanderbilt University), Michael Weaver (University 
of Toronto).

The twenty-sixth Transatlantic Doctoral Seminar in Ger-
man History once again brought together doc toral stu dents 
from North America and Europe, all  of whom are work ing 
on dis ser ta tions in nineteenth- and twen ti eth-cen tury Ger-
man his tory. Since last year’s sem i nar was can celed due to 
the pan demic, this year’s sem i nar com bined two cohorts of 
par tic i pants. Although we had hoped to be  able to meet in 
per son in Washington DC in June 2021, the sem i nar ended 
up hav ing to take place vir tu ally due to con tinu ing travel 
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and pub lic health restric tions. Taking place over four days, 
the sem i nar was orga nized in seven pan els, fea tur ing two 
papers each, which opened with two com ments by fel low 
stu dents, followed by dis cus sion of the precirculated papers.

The sem i nar started with a panel on the nineteenth cen-
tury with two papers prob ing ques tions of national iden tity. 
Tamar Kojman’s paper “Music as an Analogy for the Apo-
litical Ger man” exam ined the unprec e dented pre oc cu pa-
tion with music’s aes thetic prop er ties among the Ger man 
edu cated clas ses begin ning in the 1840s. Music’s inde ter-
mi nate ness as a medium and its per ceived oth er world li-
ness, Kojman argued, served as a com pel ling anal ogy for 
the Ger man “spirit” and came to play a cen tral part in tel-
e o log i cal nar ra tives asserting the Ger mans’ role in world 
his tory. Michael Weaver’s paper “Political Friendship and 
State Power, 1850-1858” charted the devel op ment of a 
net work of “polit i cal friends” in the Ger man Confederation 
between 1851 and 1858, when the fail ure of the Revolu-
tions of 1848/49 inau gu rated a new cam paign of gov ern-
ment repres sion against the lib eral net work. In this con text, 
Weaver explored how these friends expressed emo tion in 
order to build trust, check polit i cal non-con for mity, and 
enforce the recip ro ca tion of pro fes sional favors.

The sec ond panel tapped into the global turn in Ger man 
his tory to exam ine ques tions of space, migra tion, and net-
works. Aileen Lichtenstein’s paper “A Transatlantic Revolu-
tionary Moment? The Dynamics of Cross-Border Activism 
in Europe and Beyond” exam ined the trans at lan tic con nec-
tions of the Ger man anar chist move ment between 1878 and 
1914. By trac ing anar chist mobil ity and set tle ment pat terns 
across bor ders, with a spe cial focus on the exile com mu ni-
ties in London and New York, the paper revealed the ideo-
log i cal, cul tural, and finan cial con ti nu i ties of the move ment 
and thus showed that Ger man anar chism matured into a 
seri ous move ment in the rel a tive safety of exile from where 
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it was  able to facil i tate a resur gence in Germany after 1890. 
Michael Rösser’s paper “Economies of Skill? Craftsmen and 
Office Clerks at the Central Railway in Ger man East Africa” 
focused on Indian (inden tured) labor at the cen tral rail-
way in Ger man East Africa from 1905 to 1914. Since the 
man power of Indi ans, who were pre dom i nantly employed 
as skilled work ers (craftsmen or office clerks), was in high 
demand, the paper argues, they held a com par a tively priv-
i leged posi tion in the colo nial labor mar ket, which was 
revealed in colo nial dis courses.

The third panel focused on the First World War and its after-
math. Mat thew Hershey’s paper “Inclination Toward Death: 
Suicide and Sacrifice in First World War Germany” exam-
ined the spec trum of sui cidal behav iors in the Ger man Army 
at the out break of World War I. Hershey argued that the sol-
diers’ sui cides of August 1914 con sti tuted a largely unrec og-
nized har bin ger of the mass shattering of socio-emo tional 
ties and moral cer tain ties that would ulti mately destroy the 
Kaiserreich. Those sig nals, he observed, were obscured by 
the stag ger ing com bat death rates and simul ta neous solid i-
fi ca tion of the “spirit of 1914,” which reframed per sonal self-
destruc tion as national sac ri fice. Sara Friedman’s paper 
“’There is no Censorship’: Film and the Novem ber Revolu-
tion” traced the ram i fi ca tions of Germany’s lifting of fed eral 
cen sor ship fol low ing the armi stice that ended World War I. 
Arguing that cen sor ship’s abo li tion in the case of film was 
largely sym bolic, Friedman contended that the abo li tion 
of cen sor ship simul ta neously ges tured towards a pos si ble 
future of artis tic free dom and re-ignited pre war moral ity 
debates.

The fourth panel exam ined trends regional and trans na-
tional aspects of Ger man his tory in the nineteenth and twen-
ti eth cen tu ries. Johnathon Speed’s paper “A ‘Child Export’: 
the Swabian Children at the Austro-Ger man Border, 1897–
1914” stud ied the labor migra tion of Austrian chil dren to 
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Swabia. Inspired by a long-brewing moral panic, from the 
first decade of the twen ti eth cen tury pro vin cial state actors 
in the Alps began to sub ject the so-called “Swabian Chil-
dren” to enhanced over sight via state sur veys and forced 
extra di tions. These inter ven tions, Speed argued, marked 
the moment at which the national categories of Ger man and 
Austrian finally supplanted regional ones of Tyrol, Vorarl-
berg, the Oberinntal, the Vintschgau. Eric Grube’s paper 
“Two Brudervölker, Two Bruderreiche, Two Führer” ana lyzed 
the Austrofascist engage ment with Nazism. From 1936 to 
1938 Nazis and Austrofascists engaged with each other as 
friends wor thy of fra ter nal par tic i pa tion in fas cist visions of 
großdeutsch/völkisch pro jects and, at the very same time, 
as adver sar ies in the midst of a frat ri cidal war of assas si-
na tions and street brawls. Austrofascist vac il la tion between 
“appease ment” and pun ish ment of their Nazi rivals, Grube 
con cluded, stemmed from the out growth of a con sti tu tive 
con tra dic tion between region al ism and nation al ism.

The fifth panel explored post war West Ger man social and 
cul tural his tory. Jon a than Lear’s paper “Struggling for Sur-
vival dur ing and after Nazism: The Case of Anton Zischka” 
ana lyzed the writ ings of Anton Zischka, a pro lific Austri-
an-born jour nal ist and sci ence writer, who first achieved 
fame dur ing the Third Reich and later became one of West 
Germany’s most influ en tial nuclear advo cates. The con cept 
of energy, Lear argued, helped Zischka erase the Nazi past, 
while also reflecting modes of thought that had pre vi ously 
ser viced Nazi Germany’s war time goals. Annalisa Martin’s 
paper “Commercial Sex and Crime in West Germany, 1960-
1980” exam ined the asso ci a tion of com mer cial sex with 
crime by prob ing the rela tion ship between mor als police 
offi cers and women who sold sex in the 1960s and 1970s in 
Hamburg, Cologne and West Berlin. Criminal law and mor-
als polic ing, Martin argued, com bined to code women who 
sold sex as both vic tims and per pe tra tors. These overlap-
ping inter pre ta tions restricted insti tu tional help for women 
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who sold sex and often pushed them to find other sources of 
safety and pro tec tion.

The sixth panel stud ied the inter war period from two dif-
fer ent trans na tional per spec tives. Sheragim Jenabzadeh’s 
paper “A Revolution of Youth: ‘The Hope of Iran’ Student 
Association and the Journal Farangistan” exam ined a group 
of Ira nian stu dents who stud ied in inter war Berlin and 
formed the Hope of Iran Association. The Weimar Republic, 
Jenabzadeh argued, pro vided these Ira ni ans with a work ing 
model of the successes and fail ures of a nascent repub li can 
sys tem. Based on their obser va tion of the Weimar Republic 
and life in Berlin, these stu dents came to view them selves as 
a col lec tive youth tasked with incit ing a “moral rev o lu tion” 
among the youth of Iran and pav ing the way for a pro gres-
sive Ira nian future through the organ of their asso ci a tion, 
Nameh-e Farangistan (Letters from Europe). In her paper 
“Fernweh and the ‘Neue Frau’ Abroad: Ger man Female 
Journalists in Pursuit of Adventure, c. 1930-1940” Katha-
rina Friege stud ied a small num ber of Ger man female jour-
nal ists and pho tog ra phers who sought adven ture abroad 
dur ing the 1930s and 1940s. Arguing that their pur suit of 
adven ture was pred i cated on an effort to wield auton omy 
over their lives, Friege explored how these women ren dered 
oth er wise abstract con cepts, such as tech nol ogy, gen der, or 
nation hood, con crete through their sub jec tive travel expe-
ri ences.

The sev enth and final panel returned to post war Ger man 
his tory. Alexandra Fergen’s paper “Liberty on Trial: Stern, 
Sexism, and the Dignity of Women” focused on a 1978 law-
suit filed by ten West Ger man women against stern mag a-
zine for sexist cover images. Examining how the court case 
unfolded, how it was received by the pub lic, and which impli-
ca tions it had, Fergen argued that the court case played a 
key role in driv ing pub lic dis course on gen der equal ity and 
test ing the mean ing of West Ger man lib er al ism. Alexan-
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der Petrusek’s paper “Limits of the Socialist Metasystem: 
Growth, Pollution, and Ideal Authority in the GDR, 1961-
1982” exam ined the devel op ment of East Ger man reform 
eco nomic pro grams of the 1960s as the GDR’s last uto pian 
pro ject. Focusing on how ide als were drawn from a social 
imag i nary and prac ticed as pol icy and activ ism, Petrusek 
argued that this last uto pian pro ject simul ta neously sig-
naled the party-state’s abdi ca tion of its ideal author ity as 
the GDR’s envi ron men tal cri sis wors ened in the 1970s.

As many noted dur ing the final dis cus sion, even though the 
sem i nar was not  able to con vene in per son, the group gen-
er ated an atmo sphere of col le gi al ity, con struc tive cri tique, 
and engag ing debate that made these four days a truly 
remark able expe ri ence. Several par tic i pants men tioned 
that even though prep a ra tion for the sem i nar had been 
quite demand ing (precirculated paper plus prep a ra tion of 
a com ment), it had been the most inspir ing con fer ence they 
had attended. The wide-rang ing final dis cus sion touched on 
the sit u a tion of doc toral stu dents and junior schol ars dur ing 
the pan demic, includ ing the impact of archive clo sures, the 
iso la tion from reg u lar con tact with peers, and the dif fi cult 
funding sit u a tion. On sev eral of the meet ing days, infor mal 
vir tual social iz ing con tin ued after the pan els; the group also 
held a fol low-up meet ing a month after the sem i nar to dis-
cuss a wide range of issues of con cern to doc toral stu dents 
and early-career schol ars. The com ple tion and pub li ca tion 
of the excel lent dis ser ta tion pro jects presented at the sem i-
nar is eagerly awaited.

Richard Wetzell (GHI Washington)


