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27th Transatlantic Doctoral 
Seminar in Ger man History: 
Nineteenth- and Twentieth-
Century Ger man History

Seminar held at the GHI and at Georgetown University, 
June 14–17, 2022. Co-orga nized by the Ger man Historical 
Institute Washington (GHI) and the BMW Center for Ger-
man and Euro pean Studies, Georgetown University. Conve-
ners: Anna von der Goltz (Georgetown University), Richard 
F. Wetzell (GHI). Faculty men tors: Martin Geyer (Ludwig 
Maximilians-University of Munich), Karrin Hanshew (Mich-
igan State University), Hedwig Richter (Bundeswehr Uni-
versity Munich), Paul Steege (Villanova University). Partic-
ipants: Pauli Aro (Euro pean University Institute in Florence); 
Malte Beeker (Humboldt University of Berlin); Verena 
Bunkus (University of Erfurt); Arnab Dutta (Rijksuniversi-
teit Groningen); Marlene Friedrich (University of Bochum); 
Rory Hanna (University of Sheffield); Clemens Huemerleh-
ner (University of Freiburg); Axel-Wolfgang Kahl (University 
of Potsdam); Elena Kiesel (University of Erfurt); David Kor-
suize (University of Cologne); Carolin Liebisch-Gümuş (GHI 
Washington); Lea Münch (Université de Strasbourg); Colton 
Ochsner (University of Missouri);Talitta Reitz (Ludwig Max-
imilians-University of Munich); Yanara Schmacks (City Uni-
versity of New York); Paul Schacher (University of Leipzig); 
Ben van Zee (University of Chicago).

The 27th Transatlantic Doctoral Seminar in Ger man History 
was held in per son at the GHI and at Georgetown University 
from June 14 – June 17, 2022. This year it included doc toral 
stu dents from uni ver si ties in the United States, Germany, 
the UK, the Netherlands, France, and Italy.
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The sem i nar’s first panel, chaired by Richard Wetzell, com-
menced with com ments by Axel-Wolfgang Kahl and Lea 
Münch. The papers sub mit ted by Paul Schacher and Ben van 
Zee both dealt with Ger man his tory in the late nineteenth-  
and early twen ti eth cen tury. Schacher’s dis ser ta tion exam-
ined the man i fold ways in which the con cept of “order”  
struc tured ways of orga niz ing social life in the Kaiserreich— 
from polic ing to fam ily and social ist pol i tics. Van Zee’s work 
com pared Ger man and Pol ish “emi grant colo nial ism” from 
the 1880s to the 1940s — a type of emi gra tion, he argued, 
that was inti mately linked to ideas and prac tices of colo nial 
expan sion, includ ing in the period after 1918. The chap ter 
he presented focused on Ger man immi grants in Brazil who 
helped to expand the realm of what was con sid ered “colo-
nial space.” The dis cus sion focused on ques tions of Ger man 
pecu li ar ity and the nuances of writ ing the social his tory of 
the Kaiserreich.

The sec ond panel, which was chaired by Anna von der Goltz 
and whose papers were intro duced by Paul Schacher and 
Pauli Aro, dealt with the his tory of uni ver si ties, stu dent activ-
ism, and his tor i cal research in the first two decades of the 
Federal Republic. Rory Hanna’s paper looked at West Ger-
man stu dent pro tests against Nazi film maker Veit Harlan in 
the early 1950s. These pro tests, Hanna argued, were car ried 
by stu dents from across the polit i cal spec trum who advanced 
a pow er ful cri tique of con ti nu i ties between the Third Reich 
and the new West Ger man state. The paper chal lenged for-
mer activ ists’ asser tions of an essen tial dis tinc tion between 
their “ratio nal” activ ism and the emo tional spon ta ne ity of 
“1968.” Marlene Friedrich shared a chap ter from her larger 
dis ser ta tion pro ject on the career of prominent post war his-
to rian Hans Mommsen. The chap ter honed in on Mommsen’s 
years at the Institute of Contemporary History in Munich in 
the early 1960s to shed light on his aca demic social i za tion 
and to tease out how his engage ment with the his tory of Na-
tional Socialism took shape. The lively dis cus sion cen tered 
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on how to deal with (gen er a tional) nar ra tives advanced by 
the pro tag o nists of con tem po rary his tory, the impor tance of 
gen der and masculinity in shap ing dis courses and behav iors, 
and the role of emo tions in the democ ra ti za tion of Germany 
after 1945.

The papers of the third panel, which was chaired by 
Carolin Liebisch Gümüs, were intro duced by Elena Kie-
sel and Colton Ochsner. Arnab Dutta and Pauli Aro 
 approached the his tory of Ger man nation al ism from 
two unusual and fresh per spec tives. Dutta’s paper, an  
extract from his broader dis ser ta tion on the trans na tional 
recep tion of the ideas of Germandom in Brit ish Bengal,  
ana lyzed Kultur as a key cat e gory in Ger man-Ben gali 
entan gle ments in the inter war years. He showed how cer-
tain racial and ethno-lin guis tic param e ters attached 
to an essen tially Ger man debate around Kultur-ver sus- 
civ i li za tion redefined Ben gali polit i cal under stand ings of 
caste, nation and cul ture. Aro’s paper offered a rein ter pre-
ta tion of the so-called Landsmannschaften that are more 
com monly asso ci ated with expel lee pol i tics in the years af-
ter 1945. Shifting the focus away from expel lee claims in 
the post war decades, Aro focused on the wel fare activ ism 
of inter war Landsmannschaften in Vienna. Banat Swabi-
an activ ists in the Austrian cap i tal exem pli fied nation al-
ist hopes to cre ate increased com pa triot con scious ness 
and solid ify the com mu nity on the inside. The dis cus sion 
revolved around the pro ject of “pro vin cial iz ing” Euro pean 
his tory and the intri ca cies of the nation al ist pro ject in the 
inter war  period.

The first panel of the Thurs day, which took place at George-
town University in a con fer ence room overlooking the 
 Potomac River and was chaired by Hedwig Richter, was 
intro duced by Clemens Huemerlehner and Yanara Schnacks. 
The papers by Talitta Reitz and Colton Ochsner were both 
inter dis ci plin ary and each dealt with the moder nity of the 
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late Kaiserreich and inter war Weimar Republic. Reitz’s larger 
study in the envi ron men tal human i ties com pared the emerg-
ing cycling cul tures in Portland, Oregon, and Munich from the 
sec ond half of the nineteenth to the first half of the  twen ti eth 
cen tury. Research in the social sci ences sug gests that  
cycling cul tures mat ter more than infra struc ture for get ting 
peo ple to use bikes — a major pres ent-day envi ron men tal 
pol icy goal in many cit ies. However, cycling cul tures do not 
emerge over night; they have a his tory — a sub ject that Reitz 
tack les in her dis ser ta tion with a clear eye toward informing 
pres ent-day debates and prac tices. Ochsner’s paper took 
par tic i pants on a deep dive into Weimar-era Expression-
ist films. He argued that Expressionist cin ema — includ ing  
famous films such as Fritz Lang’s Das Testament des Dr 
 Marbuse — followed a hith erto overlooked “occult blue print” 
that shaped its visual lan guage and nar ra tive struc ture. The 
dis cus sion focused on the prom ises and per ils of doing inter -
dis ci plin ary work, the rela tion ship between films and their 
 audi ences, and the social his tory of early bicy cle use in the 
United States and Germany.

Thurs day’s sec ond panel, chaired by Paul Steege and ex-
pertly intro duced and con tex tu al ized by Marlene Friedrich 
and Rory Hanna, turned the par tic i pants’ focus to the lives of 
Nazi vic tims and per pe tra tors. Lea Münch, a trained phy si-
cian and his to rian, stud ied thou sands of psy chi at ric patient 
files from Straßburg in the early 1940s to write a his tory of 
Nazi med i cine “from below.” Her dis ser ta tion, from which 
she intro duced a chap ter that focused on the story of one 
par tic u lar indi vid ual, exam ines the broader expe ri en tial his-
tory of psy chi at ric patients under Nazi rule. Malte Beeker’s 
paper also zoomed in on one spe cific case to exam ine the 
his tory of Nazi per pe tra tors and what often amounted to 
their reha bil i ta tion after 1945. The chap ter under dis cus sion 
exam ined the 1960s’ legal pro ceed ings against one Rudolf 
Jänisch, who had been a key offi cial in the Reich Security 
Main Office. Beeker shed light on why Jänisch was merely 
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treated as a “tech ni cal aide” and not pros e cuted as the key 
player in the admin is tra tion of the Holocaust that he was. 
The lively dis cus sion cen tered around the mul ti di rec tional 
link ages between legal pro ceed ings and tra jec to ries of his-
tor i cal  research as well as the rela tion ship between indi vid-
ual cases and broader social his to ries.

Fri day’s first panel, on which Talitta Reitz and Malte Beek-
er served as com men ta tors and which Anna von der Goltz 
chaired, took par tic i pants back into the late nineteenth and 
early twen ti eth cen tury. Verena Bunkus exam ined the power 
of maps not just to reflect spa tial real i ties but to cre ate new 
alle giances and per cep tions. Zooming in on one par tic u larly 
impor tant and pop u lar map by Paul Langhans that depicted 
the prov ince of Posen and Western Prussia, she showed how 
eth no graphic knowl edge was made, devel oped, and visu al-
ized between the 1890s and the end of the First World War. 
David Korsuize’s essay exam ined the dip lo matic activ i ties of 
Grand Duke Ernst Ludwig of Hesse-Darmstadt dur ing the 
Wilhelmine Period. He argued that, despite the pub lic prom-
i nence and per sonal reg i ment of Wilhelm II, mem bers of the 
Ger man nobil ity con tin ued to play a vital role in Ger man dip-
lo matic cul ture after 1870/1. The com men ta tors urged both 
paper writ ers — and indeed TDS par tic i pants on the whole 
— to be even bolder and clearer about advanc ing their argu-
ments and his to rio graph i cal con tri bu tions.

The sem i nar’s pen ul ti mate panel, intro duced by Ben van Zee 
and Verena Bunkus and chaired by Karrin Hanshew, focused 
on Ger man-Ger man his tory in the 1970s and 1980s. Elena 
Kiesel exam ined the phe nom e non of “vol un ta rism” under the 
con di tions of a dic ta tor ship. Her paper took a close look at 
the East Ger man Neuerer move ment, which was mod elled 
on the Soviet Sta kha nov ites. The move ment was revived 
under Erich Honecker in an attempt to cre ate new enthu si-
asm for the con struc tion of social ism and to forge the new 
social ist per son. Her research dem on strated, how ever, that 
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the move ment could not escape the inter nal con tra dic tions 
of the regime. Yanara Schmacks’s work traced the chang-
ing con cep tions of maternalism and moth er hood in the West 
Ger man women’s move ment of the 1970s and 1980s. From 
the mid-1970s onward, moth er hood became sen su al ized, 
erot i cized, and increas ingly sex u al ized. After the Chernobyl 
catas tro phe in 1986, a grow ing eco fem i nist strand of the 
move ment also began to reimag ine and essen tial ize moth-
er hood as tightly bound to nature and “life.” The dis cus sion 
revolved around the tra jec to ries of this reinvented mater-
nalism, “black-green” con ver gence from the 1980s onward, 
the agency of ordi nary peo ple under social ism, and the new 
com par a tive his to ries of dic ta tor ship and democ racy.

The papers of the sem i nar’s final panel, with com ments by 
Arnab Dutta and David Korsuize and chaired by Martin 
Geyer, dealt with eco nomic, polit i cal, and social trans for-
ma tion in Ger man his tory after 1945 and 1989/90. Clemens 
Huemerlehner charted the rise of oil as an energy resource 
in the Federal Republic. Prior to the 1940s, coal dom i nated 
the Ger man energy sec tor and the shift toward oil was by no 
means predetermined. The Marshall Plan and its admin is tra-
tors played a key role in facil i tat ing this shift, Huemerlehner 
showed. Axel-Wolfgang Kahl exam ined the trans for ma tion 
of East Ger man aca de mia after 1990, with a focus on the 
dis ci plines of law, eco nom ics, and the social sci ences. Kahl 
com pared the expe ri ences of the uni ver si ties in Leipzig and 
Potsdam to under stand why East Ger man aca dem ics were 
subjected to what essen tially amounted to a West Ger man 
take over — despite nota ble admin is tra tive and pro ce dural 
dif fer ences between the two places. During the final dis cus-
sion, which wrapped up the three-day sem i nar, par tic i pants 
reflected on the joys of meet ing and engag ing in per son 
 after years of very lim ited pos si bil i ties for such encoun ters.

Anna von der Goltz 
(Georgetown University)


