
Introduction



Cornelius Torp and Sven Oliver Müller

I

What sort of structure was the German state of 1871? What sort of powers and 
phenomena dominated it? What sort of potential for development did it possess? 
What inheritance did it leave behind? How did it shape the future course of 
German history? These questions have been at the heart of numerous historical 
controversies, in the course of which our understanding of Imperial Germany has 
fundamentally changed. Modern historical research on the German Empire was 
shaped by two important developments.1 The first was the Fischer controversy at 
the beginning of the 1960s, which put the question of the continuity of an 
aggressive German foreign policy from the First to the Second World War onto the 
agenda, thus providing one of the key impulses for research into the period before 
1918.2 The second was a complex upheaval at almost exactly the same time in the 
historiography of modern Germany in which a particular interpretation of German 
history before World War I played a central role. The advocates of this 
interpretation immediately referred to it as a “paradigm change,” a concept then 
in fashion.3 Indeed, surprisingly quickly, a group of young historians were able to 
establish across a broad front a new interpretation of modern German history, 
which broke in many respects with old traditions.

In their methodology, the representatives of the so-called “historical social 
science” (Historische Sozialwissenschaft) turned with verve against the interpretation 
which had dominated mainstream historiography up till then, which saw the 
dominant, most important historical actions and actors in politics and the state. 
These historians concentrated instead on the forces underlying economic and 
social structures and processes. They preferred social science theories to the 
hermeneutical methodology of historicism, and made Karl Marx and especially 
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Max Weber their theoretical figureheads. The new work brought forth a new 
historical “master narrative,” assembling lines of thought that already existed but 
which had not yet been put together in this condensed form. This narrative 
turned upside down the previous notion of a German Sonderweg, widespread 
in Imperial Germany, according to which Germany was superior to western 
societies. From the new perspective, analyzing Germany using the scale of an 
ideal development postulated by sociological modernization theory and in 
comparison to western societies which served as a reference, Germany possessed 
grave structural deficits in modernization, the origins of which lay deep in the 
nineteenth century. It was these deficits which in the final analysis paved the way 
for National Socialism.

The new, critical interpretations of German history were by no means fully 
successful; quite possibly their advocates remained a minority within the historical 
profession. However, these new interpretations were able to an extraordinary 
degree to force competing conservative interpretations into a defensive position 
and to promote an interdisciplinary research program which even their enemies 
were forced to participate in—if only to engage them in critical debate. 
Furthermore, the “historical social science” and the “Sonderweg historiography” 
had an impact far beyond the narrow boundaries of the discipline. Reflecting the 
political-didactic impetus of the protagonists, with this interpretation the German 
historical profession won back an authority in public political discourse it had 
previously lost. At the same time, the Sonderweg interpretation embedded itself 
deep into the dominant “official” picture of history in the Federal Republic of 
Germany.

The success enjoyed, at least for a while, by this interpretation can only partly 
be explained by the fact that it set forth a promising research agenda with 
considerable potential for innovation, that it created a bridge to related subjects in 
the social sciences, whose reputation at this time was growing immensely, and that 
its pioneers in the course of the expansion of the university system were quickly 
able to become professors and thus to provide the new “paradigm” with 
institutional security. More importantly, this paradigm supplied a new answer to 
the pressing question concerning the rise of National Socialism, an answer which 
many found convincing and which—in contrast to the interpretation which had 
dominated up till then, which had concentrated solely on the years leading up to 
the failure of the Weimar Republic—explained the historical faults of German 
history by looking at a longer, broader picture, reaching deep into the nineteenth 
century. At the same time, the Sonderweg interpretation made it possible to argue 
that 1945 was the end of a pathological path toward modernization, and that the 
political culture of the Federal Republic of Germany had broken with the 
disastrous German past. Thus, the historical interpretation completely turned the 
“Sonderweg model” on its head—a model which up till then had completely 
dominated historical interpretations, by acknowledging the total military and 
moral defeat in World War II; this reflected the upheaval experienced by German 
society. It also had a sort of therapeutic effect because it promised, fully in harmony 
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with the modernization euphoria and the surge of reforms in the 1960s and 
1970s, that Germany was advancing toward a better future, down the path of 
western modernity.4

From the very beginning the German Empire was something like the favorite 
child of the historians interested in the Sonderweg. Most of them did not themselves 
conduct research on the history of National Socialism or even the Weimar 
Republic. Rather, they believed that they could find in the years before the traces 
of all those strains and burdens which pulled Germany after 1933 into the abyss. 
The question which all representatives of the Sonderweg thesis asked first and 
foremost is why National Socialism, with its devastating effects, came to power in 
Germany and only in Germany. Because of this question, politics was always seen 
as the most important realm. Even if they grappled with the economic development 
or the class structure of the German Empire, theirs was a very political economic 
and social history which, to put it pointedly, served to assist the explanation of a 
political phenomenon.

The new interpretation of the second German Empire was expressed most 
cogently in Hans-Ulrich Wehler’s influential synthesis from 1973.5 The German 
Empire fell apart, one could read here, because of its basic dilemma: the “inability 
… to adapt the structure of the state and society to the conditions of a modern, 
industrial state.”6 Against the background of the synchronicity of the different 
“partial modernizations” postulated by modernization theory, Germany’s path into 
modernity, characterized by the “simultaneity of the non-simultaneous 
(Gleichzeitigkeit des Ungleichzeitigen),” appeared to be an abnormal aberration with 
fatal consequences. According to this interpretation, the list of debts and deficits 
is long and weighed down not only the history of the German Empire, but German 
history beyond that: the forestalled parliamentarization and the democratization 
which was stuck in a rut; the weakness of political liberalism, which corresponded 
to a deficit of bourgeois values; the outmoded supremacy of pre-industrial norms 
and ideals and, finally, the anachronistic predominance of the old power elite, 
who defended tooth and nail their traditional dominant position and whose 
strategies to achieve this purpose were as successful as they were far-reaching.

This dark picture of the German Empire as a backward-looking entity, ruled by 
sinister powers, has often been criticized and relativized, first, by a heterogeneous 
group of German historians. Thomas Nipperdey complained that by privileging 
only one of the possible lines of continuity, namely that which centered on 1933, 
the period before 1914 was degraded to a mere prehistory of National Socialism, 
that interpreting and explaining phenomena solely from the perspective of how 
these phenomena stabilized power underestimated and did not pay proper 
attention to either the accomplishments or the dynamic development of the 
German Empire.7 Nipperdey, and especially historians such as Andreas Hillgruber 
and Klaus Hildebrand, also criticized Wehler’s insistence on the “primacy of 
domestic politics,” a thesis which Wehler and others developed on the basis of 
work done by the historian Eckart Kehr, who died in 1933. According to this 
thesis, the foreign policy of the German Empire resulted from the status quo 
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policies of the Prussian-German ruling establishment, which was plagued by the 
nightmare of a social revolution, and which attempted to divert internal tensions 
by concentrating on foreign problems.8 Wehler’s critics insisted on the autonomy 
of foreign policy and saw the international system as central, as a factor which 
explains a great deal.9 However, it could be argued that by interpreting Germany’s 
foreign policy between 1871 and 1914 as being derived from its particular location 
in Central Europe critics did not truly distance themselves from the idea of a 
German Sonderweg. Instead of an explanation of the Sonderweg based on social 
structures and internal politics, they put forth an explanation of the German 
Sonderweg based on its geographical position.

Quite a different sort of criticism has come since the end of the 1970s from a 
group of English historians. Richard Evans, David Blackbourn and Geoff Eley 
have argued against the importance which representatives of the “historical social 
science” and those who support the idea of a Sonderweg have assigned to the elites 
of the German Empire and to the thesis of social control exercised from above. 
They argued that it was not “manipulation from above” which was the defining 
characteristic of Wilhelminian Germany but rather self-organization “from 
below.”10 They also criticized the claim that there were pathological characteristics 
among the German ruling and social structure before 1914, the thesis that there 
was a German Sonderweg extending far back into the past which flowed into 
National Socialism, as well as the assumption of a positive, “normal path” in the 
West.11

This critique became more powerful as the empirical work on the history of the 
bourgeoisie, which had been initiated in the 1980s and 1990s above all by 
prominent representatives of the Sonderweg interpretation, concluded that, 
although one could perhaps speak of a special orientation toward the state, one 
could not speak in general of a weakness of the bourgeoisie or of a “deficit of 
bourgeois values” in nineteenth and twentieth century Germany.12 Perhaps the 
most significant revision was to the “feudalization thesis.” According to this thesis, 
which had already been put forward by contemporary liberals, the bourgeoisie in 
the German Empire of its own free will embraced and submitted to the norms and 
the lifestyle of the aristocratic elites, demonstrating a specific German willingness 
to be subservient. Upon closer investigation it turned out that the bourgeois 
adoption of noble norms and styles of life, leading to a symbiosis of parts of the 
upper bourgeoisie and of the nobility, took place throughout Europe. Indeed, it 
appears that the “ennoblement” of the bourgeoisie took place later in Germany 
and was less developed than, for example, in England or France.13

In the meantime the smoke from the historiographical battles of the past few 
decades has cleared. Has the master narrative of the German Sonderweg also 
moved on, or does it continue to shape our historical understanding of Imperial 
Germany? Paradoxically, it seems both are true. Proponents of the Sonderweg 
thesis still hold to it and continue to use it as the foundation of their new historical 
syntheses of the German Empire during these years. However, one should not be 
deceived by this. We have witnessed a defensive movement in which the phalanx 
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of historians in favor of the Sonderweg thesis, once so proud, have been reduced 
to individual combatants. Furthermore, we have seen that the prestige of the 
Sonderweg thesis has been declining, that its proponents are staging a well-ordered 
retreat to the narrow realm of state power.14 What speaks in favor of the continuing 
influence of the Sonderweg interpretation, even if only indirectly, is that even those 
who have openly come out as its opponents have found it very difficult to escape 
its narrative logic. This is true, for example, for Thomas Nipperdey’s history of the 
German Empire, large sections of which can be read as a counter-proposal to the 
Sonderweg narrative and which as a result remains deeply indebted to this 
narrative.15 Perhaps even more important is the fact that the thesis of the German 
Sonderweg and the questions which this interpretation raises continue to structure 
the historical research on the German Empire. What we understand or do not 
understand especially well about Germany during these decades—where the 
specialized research has pointed out conspicuous blind spots—this is to a large 
degree the legacy of a master narrative and the controversies it provoked which is 
already over forty years old and which has turned a bit grey at the edges.

II

It cannot be overlooked, however, that our present view of Imperial Germany has 
moved away in many important regards from the questions, debates and lines of 
division associated with the Sonderweg paradigm. On the one hand, a fundamentally 
different interpretation of modernity has become increasingly important. On the 
other hand—directly related to this, although not completely submerged in it—
new questions and methodologies have become increasingly important to the 
historians of modern Germany.

To turn to the first point: the concept of modernization which informs the 
Sonderweg theorizing—which sees modernization as a coherent and largely 
positive, Western process of development, characterized by industrialization, by 
the building of political classes, by urbanization, by the expansion of political 
participation, by the building of nation-states and by secularization—has lost a 
great deal of its attraction. Only at the beginning, in the debates of the 1980s, 
were historians especially interested in what modernization destroyed in regard to 
the traditional ways of life, turning a history of progress into a history of loss.16 In 
a second step, the ambivalence of modernity, as well as the manifold forms which 
it could assume, moved to the forefront. It found its expression, for example, in 
the concept of “multiple modernities,” developed by Shmuel N. Eisenstadt, which 
was directed against the assumption of a common, homogenous modernity.17

Especially influential was a reading of modernity which emphasized its 
negative, anti-emancipatory characteristics. Is it an exaggeration to see in this 
modernization paradigm, with its dark tones, already the shadowy outline of a 
new, alternative master narrative of modern German history? No longer are the 
social-economic processes of the “modernization” of the nineteenth century at the 
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center of interest, but rather the nature of the “modernity” of the twentieth century, 
with the discourses which characterize it. Among the key elements of modernism 
according to this understanding are, on the one hand, a deep pessimism, a feeling 
of fundamental insecurity and of being threatened, the consciousness of a 
permanent crisis, brought forth by the decline of traditional values and structures 
and the emergence of a new, chaotic way of life, with new problems. This, however, 
is linked at the same time—this is one of the paradoxes of modernity—to extreme 
optimism, to a belief in the feasibility of things, that is, to the belief that it is 
possible to create order in societies which have gotten out of control. One can 
accomplish this with various sorts of models of social rationalization: city 
planning, health policy, education, the welfare state, etc. Modern social sciences 
have an important role to play here. First, they identify, define, classify and 
systematize the new threats and problems. Second, they “discover” the “solutions” 
to these and supply new technologies for their “control.” This is especially true of 
the so-called “human sciences” such as eugenics and the biology of races, which, 
since the early twentieth century, have grown enormously, and which, through 
their biopolitics based on their reading of Darwin, shaped in important ways the 
contemporary perception of the crisis. They also supplied the means to overcome 
social problems which they had identified as pathological.18

Michel Foucault and Zygmunt Baumann were the leading theoretical figures of 
this dark concept of modernity; but it is based as well on a new reading of Max 
Weber, concentrating on his pessimistic, dark conceptions.19 The first one to 
apply this perspective fruitfully to German history was Detlev J.K. Peukert, two 
decades ago.20 The difference between his image of modernity (as well as the 
image of many who came after him) and that of the Sonderweg historians could not 
be greater. According to Peukert, the “project of modernity” is not characterized 
by the individual being freed from traditional bonds through liberalization and 
social reform, rather, it is characterized by the pathologizing of difference, social 
discipline, and increasing institutional pressure. From this perspective, systematic 
exclusion, concentration camps and the Holocaust no longer seem to be atavisms, 
not even regrettable aberrations, which could eventually be overcome, but are 
rather modernity’s genuine sign, its most basic product. National Socialism, with 
its crimes, is no longer seen as something that needs to be explained through the 
incomplete modernization of Germany and the anachronistic persistence of pre-
modern relics in society and in the political system. Rather, the National Socialist 
genocide, with its racist logic of selection and its use of the most modern 
technologies of extermination, is seen as the most terrible expression of an 
extreme, radical modernity. Thus, the crimes and brutality of the German case are 
not unique but rather an example of an ever-present potential which is always and 
everywhere capable of making itself manifest.21

Closely tied to this different understanding of modernity is that in the last few 
years the vanishing point of German historiography has changed.22 To be sure, 
National Socialism is still the pivotal point of the historiography of the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries; however, one is increasingly less interested in explaining 
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its rise and its establishment, in short, in explaining how things led up to January 
1933. The key period now appears to be 1939–1941, the starting point of the 
National Socialist policy of genocide, with the beginning of World War II and the 
military campaign against the Soviet Union. From this perspective, quite different 
questions and themes in regard to the history of the German Empire have moved 
into the focus of historical interest. Historians have looked more intensely than 
ever at the First World War with its experience of violence and its mental 
dispositions. Furthermore, historians have placed the discourse of those bio-
political experts in eugenics and demography, in criminology and in social reform 
in the decades before 1933 at the centre of their interest, arguing that they 
contributed to the National Socialist policy of exclusion and extermination—to 
what degree is still a matter of controversy—by preparing the soil for it 
ideologically.23

For the historiography on Germany from 1870 to 1918 this means a shift in 
the research interests. This shift expresses itself in a moderate and a radical 
version. According to the moderate version, the German Empire remains 
important, even given the new understanding of modernity. However, this is not 
true for the period when the German national state came into being, or, indeed, of 
the whole Bismarck era, which, from the perspective of bio-politics and a 
disciplinary society, appears to belong to quite a different epoch. Instead, the 
period since the 1890s appears to be the key historic period, even if one conceives 
of modernity in the alternative way sketched above. It marks in many ways “a 
departure into modernity.” One thinks here of the enormous increase in the 
importance of the natural and social sciences and the opinion of experts, of the 
beginnings of the welfare state, but also, if one looks beyond the limits of the bio-
political “paradigm” and takes into consideration the manifold dimensions of 
modernity, of the emergence of modern mass culture and the Belle Époque of 
globalization.

More drastically, one could describe the present trend in the historiography as 
a “goodbye to the nineteenth century” (Paul Nolte). Whereas the nineteenth 
century with its successful or unsuccessful “double revolution” (Eric Hobsbawm) 
in economics and politics is the key period of the “Sonderweg history,” historians 
are now focusing more and more on the twentieth century—with World War I as 
the turning point. For Germany this tendency to explain the twentieth century 
from developments within itself means that increasingly the National Socialist 
policy of genocide and its direct pre-history has moved to the forefront of the 
historian’s interest. One can see in this, on the one hand, the expression of a 
necessary and unavoidable historicization of the twentieth century. On the other 
hand, we must continue to ask critically whether by forgoing long-term 
explanations there has not been a regrettable loss of historical depth of focus. 

If today our understanding of the German Empire is in many regards quite 
different from that three decades ago, this is—as suggested above—not only 
because our understanding of modernity today is much more multi-faceted and 
problematic than before, but is in part as well because the historiography in this 
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period, in a series of methodological “turns” and changes in perspectives 
reinvented itself a number of times. To name just some of the keywords here, 
without making any claim to completeness: the cultural turn, gender history and 
trans-national history. The increasing importance of cultural history with its claim 
to write not only the history of a certain sector but to be a general historical 
approach has moved people’s modes of perceptions and thoughts, the form in 
which they make sense of the world around them, their practices and their shared 
norms and values to the center of historical research. At the same time, cultural 
history has attempted to keep step with the “holistic turn” in epistemology, by 
emphasizing the degree to which previously reified social entities are constructed 
and by studying the interaction between the “subjects” and the “objects” of 
history.24 Gender history has shown the degree to which the attributions 
“feminine” and “masculine” are historical categories, which vary over time, and 
has turned the attention of historians to the symbolic and practical significance of 
gender-specific patterns.25 Trans-national history questions the national historical 
perspective, with its self-evident assumption that the nation-state is the framework 
of historical analysis; this assumption has had an unbroken line of tradition in 
German historiography from the historicism of the late nineteenth century up 
through the “historical social science” and its critics. Trans-national history has 
concentrated on the transfers and constellations which transcend borders, on the 
effect of the colonies on the colonizing societies, and on the integration of the 
German Empire in the process of globalization.26

These innovations, in part intertwined with each other, in part taking place 
after each other, have had two sorts of influences on the panorama of the German 
Empire we have today. On the one hand, they have contributed to moving our 
perceptions away from the idea that the German Empire was a historical epoch sui 
generis. The de-politicization of the historiography of the German Empire in 
comparison to the “Sonderweg history” or, rather, its changing political 
connotations, the prominence of numerous new themes, all of which have had 
their own “time”—all this has meant that classical political caesurae, classical 
political boundaries are increasingly seen as less important and time periods 
which transcend them are becoming more important. On the other hand, there 
has been an enormous pluralization of the approaches, methods and themes in 
the historiography of the German Empire. This pluralization shows clearly that 
the narrative of a modernity characterized by discipline and compulsion has, till 
now, not been able to take the place of a paradigm which dominates broad sections 
of the research, such as was the case for social history and the “Sonderweg” thesis 
in the 1970s. All in all, this suggests that what is occurring here is less a “paradigm 
change” than the end of the “master narratives.”27

This development can be criticized for a growing lack of consensus concerning 
the relevant research questions and research topics as well as the decreasing ability 
of the different branches of historical research to communicate with each other. 
One can also ask, as has Volker Berghahn, if historians have not lost sight of the 
“big” questions such as those concerning the origins of World War I, as a result of 
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their enthusiasm for deconstruction, local agency and contingencies, in short, if 
we are not in danger of having “lost sight of the forest because we are so firmly 
focused on the trees.”28

However, on the other hand, it can scarcely be denied that the new perspectives 
on the period before 1918 have achieved a great deal. The German Empire today 
appears much more complex and rich in nuances; it is less the authoritarian 
power state and is viewed less from a Prussian perspective than was the case only 
a couple of decades ago. The increase in the number of approaches and in the 
objects of study has led to the competition of multiple narratives, so that neither 
“never-ending shades” of grey determine the image of the German Empire, as 
Nipperdey claimed, nor that black-white dichotomy which he accused his 
opponents of in general and Wehler in particular.29 Rather, our image is a mixture 
of bright colours, which—if that is at all possible—describe the historical reality 
better than was previously the case.

III

The present state of the historical research into the German empire, open, 
pluralistic and innovative in its methodology, is reflected in this volume. At the 
same time, this collection of essays demonstrates the degree to which the 
contemporary research builds on previous work and the degree to which we are 
still today affected by traditional questions. The variety of topics collected here is 
considerable: from social history to military history, from cultural history to 
economic history. Furthermore, the historians employ quite different 
methodologies in how they approach their topics. All of these approaches share 
an awareness of the historiographical tradition in which they stand, just as they 
are open and transparent in regard to the most important interests which inform 
their own work and their historical conditionality. That their own perspectives 
and interpretations themselves reflect the context in which they were written and 
that this itself needs to be historicized—these historians consider this self-evident.

This collection of essays brings together the work of experts, both young and 
old, on the history of Germany from 1870 to 1918 and links established questions 
with new approaches. Even where it seems that the “classical” questions and 
themes are at the center of interest, this collection of essays often opens up a new 
perspective on them—looking at cultural transfers, for example, from the 
standpoint of a broader understanding of the political opens up new and surprising 
perspectives on the history of the German Empire.

We concede that the collection presented here only partly reflects the present 
state of the historical research on the German Empire. In part this is because the 
historical debates of the last few years shed light on certain topics, leaving other 
topics—despite there having been much good research—in the shade. All the 
same, some will regret a number of empty spaces: for example, the history of the 
working class or foreign policy. There are also a number of topics in economic, 
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intellectual and gender history which have not been treated here. To a large degree 
these gaps, as well as the topics that were chosen, can only be explained as the 
editors’ decision, which is to a certain degree always subjective and arbitrary.

We have concentrated on four research perspectives, which have played a 
special role in the last few years: first, the place of the German Empire in German 
history; second, the relationship between society, politics and culture; third, the 
history of military violence and militarism with a concentration on World War I, 
and, last but not least, the trans-national integration of Germany against the 
background of the “first globalization.” 

1. The Place of Imperial Germany in German History

In the past three decades it has become increasingly less clear what sort of state 
the German Empire actually was—culturally, politically and socially. The picture 
of an economically well-developed, but politically and socially backward Germany, 
a picture we had believed to be well founded, has become increasingly confused. 
At the same time, and this is closely related, the historical site of the German 
Empire and the significance assigned to it in the course of German history, has 
undergone many important changes. Those authors who analyze this complex set 
of problems refer repeatedly to two aspects which are of crucial importance for the 
changing interpretation of German history between 1870 and 1918.

First, they emphasize the relevance of the definitions, concepts and categories 
developed by contemporaries and the following generations for our understanding 
of the German history of these years, or, indeed, for our understanding of history 
at all. This can be shown in an exemplary fashion with the concept of sovereignty 
and the competing constructions of the “nation.”30 Of crucial importance for our 
interpretation of the German Empire remains—as sketched out in detail above—
the definition of the concepts modernization and modernity. The essays collected 
here not only reflect the shift in the focus of the historiography of the German 
Empire toward a paradigm of modernity with negative accents, and discuss the 
problems arising from that shift,31 they suggest as well an alternative understanding 
of modernity, one which puts the German Empire into a quite different light. One 
author, for example, defines modernization, following the approach of sociological 
systems theory, as the increasing social differentiation of functional sub-systems 
with a corresponding method of reproducing self-observation.32

Second, the contributions make clear the importance of historiographical 
traditions. Only by understanding the decline of the Whig interpretation of 
history among British historians can one understand why British historians have 
made such an important contribution to the debate on the German Empire since 
the late 1970s.33 The importance of the historiographical traditions is shown 
further by the fact that for most historians the Sonderweg narrative remains a 
central reference point. Even those who have distanced themselves from the 
narrative include it as a set piece. As a result, historical revisionism means—and 
this is true as well for the “critical” historiography of Germany during the 1960s 
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and 1970s—never completely replacing one point of view with another, as is 
suggested by “paradigm change,” but rather the sometimes quicker, sometimes 
slower, sometimes ephemeral, sometimes fundamental modification of traditional 
historiographical traditions.34

2. Politics, Culture, and Society

Historians no longer focus so strongly on social structures, conceptualized and 
understood as objective facts existing independent of the individual actors, but 
are rather turning increasingly to actors, behavior patterns and social practices. It 
is clearer than ever that societies have to be conceptualized as communicative 
communities, politics as a context of social actions, and culture as a framework of 
interpretations of meaning which shape our perceptions of reality. In this section 
new perspectives on classical areas of tension and conflict—such as the public 
sphere and media culture, the nobility and the bourgeoisie, or violence and 
order—have enhanced and expanded historical research: social history has been 
enriched by cultural historical interpretations, class as a category has been revised 
by investigating new social groups, the understanding of power relationships and 
institutions has been supplemented by the analysis of patterns of practices and 
receptions. What is important now is to bring politics, society, and culture as a 
pluralistic cross section back into the center of the history of the German Empire.

The German Empire in this volume is no longer just the product of the manner 
of its construction, but is rather seen as an epoch of constant political and social 
change. With their analysis of political developments, debates, and problems, the 
authors of this volume bring before our eyes a state which, even given all the 
incrustations, cannot be seen as a stiff and sclerotic power structure. Although one 
can have wonderful arguments about whether or not it still makes sense to 
describe this state as authoritarian, it is important to place the concept of the 
authoritarian state within the framework of the processes of the fundamental 
politicization and the social and political upheavals taking place at the same time. 
The political scandals of the era, which were transmitted into the public sphere 
through mass communication, mass media and mass politics, could not be put 
down with the means customarily used for political repression. An international 
comparison shows the ambivalence in regard to political violence. In Germany 
during these years, violent political conflicts were, for example, less common than 
in the Third French Republic; when they took place, however, the government 
responded with much more force than was the case in France.35

The authors here have questioned many of the judgements of the older 
historiography. Our understanding of the everyday living conditions of the 
Prussian nobility or of the new forms of communication and conflict among the 
bourgeoisie has been revised, and approaches and ideas with which we were well 
acquainted have been questioned and analyzed, opening up new perspectives for 
future research.36 Something similar can be said for the work which describes the 
religious history of the German Empire not as a process of secularization, but as 
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part of a neo-confessional age, lasting from 1830 till 1960.37 From the perspective 
of gender history and in a Western European comparison, it is clear that the mere 
existence of a strong anti-feminist movement such as existed in Germany and in 
Britain cannot be considered evidence of a society’s backwardness, but rather of its 
ability to undergo reforms, indeed, that there was a high chance that the reforms 
toward much more gender equality would be successful.38

A further focus of the present research into the history of the German Empire 
is the history of the cultural reception of political and social phenomenon. Here, 
researchers are less interested in institutions than in practices, and the degree to 
which cultural processes are interwoven with political and social developments 
becomes quite clear. The most important conflicts in German society turned out 
to be shaped essentially through the meanings given to them. Cultural preferences, 
for example, in the changing patterns of the reception of music, were linked 
inseparably with national demands, which for a long time were only a topic in 
classical political history.39

3. War and Violence

In the last few years, research into the history of the First World War, its 
preconditions and its consequences, has formed an important starting point for 
the new interpretation of the German Empire. Historians have been most 
interested in the changes in the history of experience and in the history of 
mentalities caused by the “total war.”40

The focus here has been on militarism and the practice of military violence in 
Germany from 1870 to 1918, especially in World War I, and its power to shape 
the future course of German history. Lines of continuity between the First and the 
Second World War are suggested, for example, by the unlimited submarine 
warfare of the years 1915 to 1918. In this interpretation, the German approach to 
naval warfare in World War I appears not as the expression of a specific German 
militarism, but rather marks a significant break with the military ideas and 
practices of the pre-war years. Submarine warfare was part of a brutalization of 
war, a tendency which could be observed in the other nations fighting the war as 
well. In contrast, there is quite a different result if we look at the military culture 
of the German army, paying special attention to the characteristics of a specific 
German culture of organization. Here the lines of continuity extend far beyond 
the end of the Wilhelminian Empire in 1918. A direct comparison of the German 
War Crimes in the north of France and Belgium during 1914–15 and the war of 
extermination in Eastern Europe after 1941 shows similarities and lines of 
continuity, as well as, however, radically qualitative differences.41

That the search for lines of continuity was not just a privilege of the research 
into the Sonderweg comes out clearly in the contributions in this volume. Here, 
other lines of continuity, closely connected with the problems of war and violence, 
are at the center of attention. The concept of the “Second Thirty Years War” 
between 1914 and 1945, which is widespread among historians and which has 
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been critically discussed here, extends the historical legacy of the German Empire 
well into the twentieth century.42 Just as in the 1970s, the explosiveness of the 
historical judgement of the German Empire lies less in its own history than in the 
history of the events that happened after it.

4. The German Empire in the World

Macro processes, described with the terms globalization, Europeanization and 
international migration, have become increasingly important in the last few years. 
This has had significant consequences for our understanding of the German 
Empire. Changes in the everyday experiences of historians caused by these macro 
processes have inspired historians increasingly to question whether or not the 
nation-state should be the referential framework for the history of the German 
Empire. Furthermore, historians have increasingly paid attention to phenomena 
and relationships which transcend the boundaries of the nation-state. At present, 
historians consider analyzing trans-national contacts and processes of exchange to 
be one of their most important tasks. At the same time they are increasingly 
investigating patterns of reciprocal perception and how these have changed over 
time. Thus, studying the interaction of American and German business elites 
before World War I as well as the American perception of the German industrial 
world has shed new light on the German economic system.43

Important impulses for the present upswing in trans-national history have 
come from postcolonial studies, which thematized the social and cultural 
consequences of colonial rule and which have played a central role especially in 
Anglo-American research. The “postcolonial” perspective directs our attention to 
the colonial discourse, with its binary oppositions and the principles inscribed in 
this discourse concerning the construction of the “other.” This perspective revises 
the perception of colonial relationships as a one-sided influencing of those being 
colonized by the colonizers and emphasizes the reciprocity of the colonial 
exchange and the hybridity of the identities which come about through it. What 
was the impact of the colonial experiences on justice and politics, on the society 
and culture of Germany? To what degree did new forms of demarcation, new 
images of fascinating foreignness and ethnic inequality distributed through the 
mass media shape the political culture of the German Empire? Given the short-
lived and not very successful history of the German colonial experience, the 
question is also asked whether an approach which assumes that in the German 
case the colonial experiences had an influence analogous to that of the colonial 
experiences for great imperial powers such as England or France, with their long 
imperial tradition, is in danger of vastly overestimating the significance of 
colonialism for Germany.44

Globalization, which was highly developed in the years before World War I, 
appears to have been very important. This can be shown paradigmatically by 
looking at trans-national mass migration, which was closely linked with the 
internal migration and which thoroughly shook up traditional ways of life and 
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values. Its consequences for the discourse on citizenship law and on nationalism 
allows us to see that the establishment of the nation-state as a territorial regime 
did not simply precede processes of global integration but can only be adequately 
understood in its complex interplay with them.45 On the other hand, the 
development of a global market for capital, for factors of production, and for 
goods had a lasting and profound effect on Germany, for Germany was highly 
integrated into these markets. Because globalization had a quite different impact 
on the incomes of various social groups, it produced a profound shift in social and 
internal political power relationships and increasingly limited the German 
government’s autonomous room to maneuver in its trade policy.46

Fifty years ago, the Fischer controversy gave the impetus for in-depth historical 
research into the history of Germany from 1870 to 1918. Since then our 
understanding of the history of this era has changed many times and in many 
important ways. At present there is no single dominant historical perspective on 
the German Empire; rather, there are a number of narratives from completely 
different perspectives, which at times compete with each other and at times live 
peacefully with each other, side by side. The fact, however, that the history of the 
German Empire is still able to supply new material for new historical controversies 
and debates shows its continuing relevance. The future of historical work on the 
German Empire appears today to be more open than ever before. All that is certain 
is that in the future two factors will continue to determine the narratives which 
historians compose of the German Empire: the weight of the historiographical 
tradition on which they build, and the changes in their own research interests that 
they bring to the German Empire and which allow us to continue to discover new 
aspects of its history.
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