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Fourth West Coast Ger man ists’ 
Workshop: Global Germany

Workshop held at the University of California, San Diego, 
Novem ber 4-5, 2022. Co-spon sored by the Pacific Region-
al Office of the Ger man Historical Institute Washington 
and the University of California, Davis. Conveners: Frank 
Biess (University of California, San Diego), Ulrike Strasser 
(University of California, San Diego), and Sören Urbansky 
(GHI Washington, Pacific Office). Participants: Volker Ben-
kert (Arizona State University), Anke Biendarra (University 
of California, Irvine), Sebastian Conrad (Free University of 
Berlin), Annika Freiberg (San Diego State University), Deb-
o rah Hertz (University of California, San Diego), Anna Ho-
lian (Arizona State University), Jon a than Lear (University 
of California, Berkeley), Jörg Neuheiser (University of Cali-
fornia, San Diego), Clara Oberle (University of San Diego), 
Andrea Orzoff (New Mexico State University), Friedemann 
Pestel (University of Freiburg / University of California, 
Berkeley), Sandra Rebock (University of California, San Di-
ego), Jennifer Rodgers (California Institute of Technology), 
AJ Solovy (University of California, Berkeley), Phillip Wag-
ner (Halle-Wittenberg University / University of California, 
Berkeley).

This year’s West Coast Ger man ists’ Workshop, held in per-
son at the University of California, San Diego, afforded a 
forum for his to ri ans from across the West Coast to exchange 
ideas, pres ent works in prog ress, and to think through emer-
gent debates and ques tions in the field of Ger man his tory 
together. The timely theme of the workshop — Global Ger-
many — prompted a rich and mul ti fac eted dis cus sion on 
the ways in which Germany has his tor i cally situated itself, 
both spa tially and tem po rally, vis-à-vis global trans for ma-
tions and con di tions; and the ways in which Ger man his tory 
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has hap pened as much beyond its bor ders as within them. 
In addi tion,  par tic i pants engaged with var i ous ques tions of 
meth od ol ogy, inter ro gat ing what it means, in prac tice, for 
his to ri ans to adopt a “global” approach to a given topic; 
as well as ask ing where global his tory diverges from trans-
na tional or com par a tive his tory. This dis cus sion of meth-
od ol ogy was accom pa nied by an attempt to work through 
an under stand ing of what it means to study Ger man his-
tory from the United States and from the West Coast in 
 par tic u lar.

Over the course of the two-day con fer ence, par tic i pants —  
pro fes sors, GHI vis it ing schol ars, post-doc toral, and doc-
toral stu dents — discussed ten pre-cir cu lated papers on the 
theme of “Global Germany.” The papers, along with their 
accom pa ny ing pre sen ta tions, reflected the field’s increas-
ing turn to the post-1945 era. Indeed, with only a hand ful of 
excep tions, par tic i pants exam ined Ger man his tor i cal devel-
op ments after the Nazi regime’s col lapse, or else traced 
con tin u ous his tor i cal phe nom ena across the 1945 thresh-
old. The papers reflected how the post-1945 era in Ger man 
his tory demands new sets of ques tions and frame works, 
while empha siz ing the con tin ued import and rel e vance 
of more well-worn lines of questioning. A lively dis cus sion 
ensued fol low ing each pre sen ta tion, with not only sug ges-
tions for the pro ject, but also open-ended reflec tion on such 
broad themes as migra tion, glob al iza tion, national iden tity, 
media, dem o cratic cit i zen ship, race, and colo nial ism.

During the first panel, Friedemann Pestel and Volker Ben-
kert discussed their cur rent work on the global reach of Ger-
man music and film respec tively. Pestel’s paper explored the 
global mobil ity of Ger man and Austrian sym phony orches-
tras in the post war period, mov ing beyond a sim ple fetishi-
zation of mobil ity. Instead, Pestel focused on the forces 
that allowed mobil ity to develop in the first place, show ing 
how the glob al iz ing post war musi cal scene was mutu ally 
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shaped by rela tion ships between trav el ing orches tras and 
their for eign audi ences in East Asia. Knowledgeable Jap a-
nese audi ences, for instance, com pared and cri tiqued trav-
el ing orches tras, lead ing to high stan dards and polit i cized 
musi cal rival ries. While the People’s Republic of China had 
orig i nally seen Euro pean sym phonic music as bour geois and 
reac tion ary, the cli mate opened up begin ning in the 1970s, 
allowing for the devel op ment of a new sym phony/audi ence 
rela tion ship. In short, non-Ger man and non-Austrian under-
stand ings of sym phonic music played an equally impor-
tant role in the his tory of musi cal mobil ity as Ger man and 
Austrian ideas did. Volker Benkert’s pre sen ta tion discussed 
the apol o getic and redemp tive nar ra tive traits in Ger man 
films that are pro duced for Ger man mar kets but also have 
inter na tional audi ences. Benkert showed how such nar-
ra tives func tion by deploying a cri tique of the 2013 film 
Generation War, which por trays ordi nary Ger mans as hav-
ing com mit ted war crimes only due to hav ing been bru tal-
ized by the war, while sadis tic Nazis (along with antisemitic 
Poles and Ukrai ni ans) are cast as their unre deem able 
foils. The idea contained within the film is that Ger man 
sol diers — who have clearly com mit ted war crimes —  
are  able to redeem them selves through their own suf fer ing 
and sub se quently their active self-lib er a tion from Nazism. 
Despite the his tor i cal dubi ous ness of this nar ra tive, given 
that many war crimes were per pe trated almost imme di ately 
after the start of the war, this nar ra tive may appeal to Ger-
man and inter na tional audi ences, pre cisely because these 
audi ences seek a nar ra tive of Ger man redemp tion.

In Fri day’s sec ond panel, Deb o rah Hertz and Jennifer Rodg-
ers addressed two dif fer ent aspects of Ger man women’s his-
tory. Hertz’s pre sen ta tion focused on the biog ra phies of two 
rad i cal Ger man-Jew ish women dur ing the Ger man Empire: 
Bertha Pappenheim and Rosa Luxemburg. By exam in ing 
the path ways in pol i tics that these women rejected, Hertz 
argued that we can see more of the full tex ture of polit i cal 
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life for impas sioned, intel lec tual women. Pappenheim, for 
instance, held a deep pas sion for mar gin al ized Jew ish women 
while rejecting both Zion ism and assim i la tion. As a Ger man 
cul tural patriot, she had hoped that the Bund Deutscher 
Frauenvereine would pro vide an insti tu tional home for Jew-
ish life, but those hopes were dashed in favor of colo nial and 
prot es tant orga ni za tions. Hertz also discussed the com pli-
cated roman tic life of Luxemburg, whose rela tion ships often 
brought her a modi cum of sta bil ity, but not always love. Ulti-
mately, Hertz’s pre sen ta tion was concerned with the ques-
tion of why these rad i cal women made choices that left them 
so lonely. These two biog ra phies reveal a story of per sonal 
ambi tion and assim i la tion within the social ist move ment; it 
was social ism that ulti mately pro vided a space for women 
who did not have any other path ways. Rodgers’s paper ana-
lyzed the dis courses surrounding child birth and obstet rics 
across a divided post war Germany, cen ter ing on the emer-
gence of Native Amer i can tropes in West Ger man (and East 
Ger man) birth stories. After birthing cul tures became med-
icalized in the 1950s, the issue of birth reform even tu ally 
emerged and reached a broad swath of Ger man cit i zens in 
both countries over the fol low ing decades and past Ger man 
reunification. Rodgers’s dis cus sion focused on the fetishi-
zation of Native Amer i can birth cul tures, which—though 
prob lem atic in its own right—also came at the expense of 
Turk ish and non-white birth stories in both states. As Rod-
gers argued, white and heteronormative Ger mans admired 
“nat u ral child birth,” but did not extend their admi ra tion to 
the birthing prac tices of other racial groups that lived within 
Germany’s bor ders. When minor ity com mu ni ties were fea-
tured in this dis course, prob lem atic and racialized lan guage 
was used to demean these cul tures, rather than under stand 
or cel e brate them.

The first day of the con fer ence ended with Sebastian Con-
rad’s key note, enti tled “Euro pean History After the Global 
Turn,” which addressed the his to rio graph i cal trans for ma-
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tion that has occurred in recent decades with respect to 
“global his tory,” seek ing to grasp Europe’s place within this 
new par a digm. Although many have viewed global his tory as 
a pro gres sive his tor i cal meth od ol ogy — one that has devel-
oped out of social and cul tural his tory — Conrad reminds us 
that global his tory is not an all -encompassing ven ture that 
is capa ble of objec tively grasp ing the entirety of the globe. 
Rather, global his tory is an approach that can be applied to 
par tic u lar nations and in some cases may not be appli ca ble 
at all . To apply the approach of global his tory to Europe, his-
to ri ans must look at con junc tures and exam ine the global 
con di tions that in turn pro duce con cep tions of Europe. For 
instance, Conrad discussed the late nineteenth-cen tury 
spread of the nat u ral ist novel as an exam ple of the con di tion 
of globality; con di tions existed across the globe that allowed 
for the pro duc tion, trans la tion, and local repro duc tion of 
a cul tural form that had its ori gins in Zola’s Nana. Conrad 
reminds us that “Europe” was in many ways made from with-
out as nations encoun tered Euro pean ideas and cul tural 
forms under the con di tions of globality. The global, Conrad 
argues, is not sim ply an advanced stage of his tor i cal devel-
op ment; on the con trary, it is a con di tion of the mod ern world 
that allows for and devel ops from such encoun ters and ulti-
mately makes global his tory pos si ble. Likewise, move ments 
of knowl edge, cul ture, and tech nol ogy from Euro pean to 
non-Euro pean places can be explored by means other than 
the model of dif fu sion. Europe can func tion as one priv i leged 
site among many other sites that all  exist, how ever asym met-
ri cally, under global con di tions.

The papers given on the sec ond day of the con fer ence 
addressed five themes in com mon: migra tion, inter na tional 
coop er a tion, national iden tity, race and rac ism, and the 
extreme right. Clara Oberle opened the morn ing ses sion 
with a pre sen ta tion on urban plan ning in occu pied Berlin 
and made the sur pris ing obser va tion that when it came to 
hous ing pol icy between 1945 and 1948, the occu py ing forces 
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were excep tion ally will ing to col lab o rate with one another. 
This sur pris ing rap proche ment emerged from a num ber of 
fac tors, includ ing a scar city of resources, a deep fear about 
impending pub lic health cri ses, the cos mo pol i tan ism of the 
urban plan ners them selves, and a mutual desire to man age 
the stream of ref u gees pouring into the city.

Building on themes of inter na tional col lab o ra tion and 
migra tion, Andrea Orzoff ’s paper illu mi nated the spe cific 
chal lenges and expe ri ences of Ger man Jews liv ing in Latin 
America. In looking at Ger man-Jew ish ref u gee expe ri ences 
in Bolivia, Orzoff iden ti fied a simul ta neous attempt to both 
inte grate and dif fer en ti ate them selves from the indig e nous 
pop u la tion. The com plex ity of Euro pean Jew ish life within 
a Latin Amer i can con text, Orzoff con cludes, was appar-
ent in a num ber of dif fer ent polit i cal, eco nomic, and social 
are nas, but per haps most pow er fully reflected in the realm 
of cul ture. In his work with Bolivia’s National Symphony 
Orchestra, for exam ple, the Austrian com poser Erich Eisner 
adopted cer tain aspects of indig e nous cul ture for the pur-
poses of cre at ing mod ern, “Euro pean” cul tural works.

Jon a than Lear rounded out the morn ing panel by reflecting 
on the ways in which Ger man and Jap a nese nuclear sci en-
tists sought to “cure” their respec tive nation’s “back ward-
ness,” through the sci en tific advance ment of nuclear energy. 
Both Jap a nese and Ger man nuclear sci en tists, Lear dem on-
strated, shared a cer tain notion of his tor i cal time: ori ented 
towards a remote future mea sured in mil len nia, rather than 
years or decades. This mil len nial con cep tion of prog ress 
had its ori gins in pre war anx i eties about national sur vival, 
and became even more man i fest in the wake of Germany 
and Japan’s defeats in the Second World War. Lear’s pre-
sen ta tion was followed by a lively con ver sa tion about what 
can be gained from com par ing Japan and Germany, in par-
tic u lar, with one another.
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Phillip Wagner inau gu rated the sec ond panel of the after-
noon by ask ing how sec ond ary schools sought to teach 
 stu dents about “dem o cratic cit i zen ship.” Wagner argued 
that in the late 1960s and 1970s, as the immi grant stu dent 
pop u la tion grew, the ways in which edu ca tion pro grams in 
West Berlin and Nordrhein-Westfalen intro duced chil dren 
to dem o cratic cit i zen ship often excluded immi grant stu-
dents. Wagner went on to show that while West  Berlin and 
Nordrhein-Westfalen both con cep tu al ized dem o cratic cit-
i zen ship vis-à-vis  migra tion pol icy, they dif fered in their 
respec tive approaches, with Nordrhein-Westfalen state 
gov ern ments offer ing a more “pater nal is tic” approach 
towards immi grant stu dents, and West Berlin tak ing steps 
to sep a rate immi grant stu dents from the non-immi grant 
stu dent pop u la tion. Taking up Wagner’s explo ra tion of race 
and democ racy in the Federal Republic, AJ Solovy pre-
sented on the rela tion ship between the “old Nazis” and the 
“new extreme right” in post war West Germany. She showed 
how and why for mer National Socialists — SS mem bers —  
dif fer en ti ated them selves from neo-Nazis, and instead 
embraced rac ist and ethno-nation al ist move ments across 
the world. She argued that the rejec tion of neo-Nazi move-
ments by for mer SS mem bers was as much about sal vag ing 
cer tain aspects of their Nazi past as it was about sit u at ing 
them selves polit i cally within West Ger man democ racy. Her 
paper prompted a dis cus sion about the dif fer ences between 
the extreme right in West Germany and Austria, as well as 
West Ger man atti tudes towards dem o cratic cit i zen ship and 
for eign affairs in the sec ond half of the twen ti eth cen tury.

Annika Frieberg rounded out the con fer ence, by engag ing 
with what she called “Ostpolitik and its Discontents.” Ostpo-
litik, she argued, begin ning in the late 1960s, became a kind 
of spec ta cle. For exam ple, Willy Brandt’s per ceived suc cess 
in the 1960s and 1970s in terms of Ostpolitik was subtended 
by a rel a tively constrained soci e tal engage ment with Ger-
many’s rela tion ship to Poland. In com par ing and connecting 
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the Ostpolitik of the 1960s and the 1980s, it becomes appar-
ent that the pol icy towards the “East” that was devel oped in 
the late 1960s, emerged in the 1980s (at least in social-lib-
eral cir cles) as a skep ti cism towards dis si dent groups, and a 
ret i cence to make a for eign pol icy that might threaten the 
spec ta cle of inter na tional har mony. Frieberg noted that 
the con se quences of this pol icy rever ber ate into the pres-
ent, mak ing it all  the more exi gent to under stand Germany’s 
Ostpolitik, as it devel oped over pre ced ing decades.

Between the var i ous pan els, par tic i pants had ample time to 
infor mally con verse with one another, mak ing for a packed 
two days of schol arly exchange. At the end of the con fer-
ence, par tic i pants were thrilled to learn that there would be 
an oppor tu nity to con tinue these con ver sa tions at the next 
West Coast Ger man ists’ Workshop, which will take place on 
April 28-29, 2023, in Vancouver, B.C.

AJ Solovy and Jon a than Lear  
(University of California, Berkeley)


