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Preface
This Bulletin features a special thematic forum titled “Con-
crete Dreams,” which examines the interplay between the 
built environment and human behavior. This forum – which 
grew out of a 2023 conference co-sponsored by the German 
Historical Institute and the University of Southern California 
and is co-edited and introduced by Andreas Greiner (GHI 
Washington), Jan Hansen (University of California San Di-
ego), and Paul Lerner (University of Southern California) – 
presents four case studies that examine how physical infra
structure has shaped society, culture, and politics – and vice 
versa – in twentieth-century Europe.

The first article, “Paris Tramways as Artifacts of Civilization 
and Barbarism in the Age of Empire,” by Peter Soppelsa 
(University of Oklahoma), examines how the arrival of new 
metropolitan tramways in Third Republic Paris provoked 
popular engagement and protest. While leftists welcomed 
the democratizing effect of the new trams, which made the 
city center more accessible for working-class citizens who 
lived in outer districts, conservatives criticized the tramways 
as a “barbaric” threat to civilization and the beauty of the 
Parisian cityscape.

The second article, “Controlling Spaces, Creating Identities: 
Penitentiary Agricultural Colonies for Young Detainees,” by 
Anna-Christine Grant (Occidental College), presents two 
cases studies to explore the interplay between the built envi
ronment of agricultural colonies for juvenile offenders and 
the agenda of penal, educational, and moral reform that 
animated their founders. The French reformers who oper
ated the famous agricultural colony at Mettray, founded 
in 1839, viewed wayward youth as a social group that had 
been corrupted by urban life and would therefore benefit 
from the restorative influence of a well-ordered agricultural 
colony. The reformers that set up the Gorky Labor Colony 
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in Soviet Ukraine in 1920, by contrast, celebrated urban 
modernity and viewed the countryside as backward; in their 
conception, the juvenile delinquents were to be reformed by 
the Gorky Colony’s modern rationality and efficiency.

The third contribution, “How We Forget About the ‘Envi-
ronment’: The United Kingdom’s Department of Environ-
ment, 1970,” by Juliana Kei (University of Liverpool), uses 
the newly created Department’s brutalist headquarters 
building in London (Marsham Street Towers) as a lens to 
examine the interplay between the Ministry’s own physical 
environment and the evolution of the Ministry’s mission to 
manage the country’s environment. Noting the irony that 
the department in charge of architectural preservation was 
housed in a hulking building that showed utter disregard for 
its neighborhood, Kei demonstrates how the Department’s 
establishment actually marked the beginning of the state’s 
gradual withdrawal from attempts to rationally manage the 
country’s built environment.

The final article, “Paradise Postponed: Dreams and Realities 
in Leipzig’s Coalfields before 1989,” by Andrew Demshuk 
(American University), contextualizes current challenges 
across recultivated mining areas in Germany by sketching 
how, over the course of the Cold War, East German spe
cialists, inspectors, and district officials sought to craft an 
enhanced human environment after strip-mining coal. While 
crediting their achievements in producing some viable for
ests and farmland after the 1960s, the article documents 
how the general postponement of a post-mining paradise 
landscape yielded public frustration with the decimation of 
historic “home” landscapes, a pollution-induced health cri
sis, and the loss of recreational spaces. As the 1980s pro-
gressed, these dystopian surroundings fueled ever-more 
radical responses from engaged citizens.

Finally, this issue reports on GHI conferences on a wide range 
of subjects, including the history of migration and mobility,  
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the history of science and technology, and the history of 
globalization. Please turn to our news section for recent 
GHI news. For up-to-date information on upcoming events, 
publications, fellowships, and calls for papers, please con
sult the GHI website at http:​/​/www​.ghi​-dc​.org, check our 
Bluesky account at @ghiwashington.bsky.social or sign up 
for our digital newsletter on our website. We look forward 
to welcoming you at upcoming events in both Washington 
and Berkeley.
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