
 
 

 

CALL FOR PAPERS  
 

New Approaches to Political History:  

Writing British and German Contemporary History 
 

Summer school to be held at the German Historical Institute London 

Date: 7–12 September 2009 
 

Organizers: 

Dr. Kerstin Brückweh, Dr. des. Martina Steber (German Historical Institute London) 
 

Historians in Britain and Germany have, for some time independently of each other, been 

thinking about how a “new” political history can be written. They start from an open, 

constructivist and dynamic concept of politics, thereby releasing “the political” from a 

perspective focussed solely on (nation) states, parties and interest groups. On the one hand 

established themes such as power or rule are re-examined, on the other attention is drawn to 

fields that are new to political history (e.g. emotions). These new departures have various 

labels such as “New Political History” or “Cultural History of Politics”. So far there has been 

little exchange between British and German historians. The GHIL Summer School “New 

Approaches to Political History: Writing British and German Contemporary History” seeks to 

get such an exchange going, and to concentrate the dialogue on German and British history 

since 1945. We would like to address two key areas:  
 

First, we will focus on the changing boundaries of the political. What can be considered as 

political in changing times and circumstances? How does the political sphere expand or 

shrink depending on the criteria we adopt to define in different times and different historical 

moments? Thus, we intend to discuss British and German history after 1945 on the 

assumption of a dynamic concept of politics, which is comprehensive without being arbitrary.  
 

Second, we will engage with the methodological discussions associated with new political 

history. How can contemporary political history be written? What perspectives can be useful 

to grasp changes in the political sphere, in politics as such and in the way policies have been 

generated and established? Concepts such as language, structure, experience or 

communication may acquire varying significance in studies dedicated to new approaches to 

political history depending on the line of inquiry or the subject in question. At the summer 

school these discussions shall be critically examined as well as alternative theoretical and 

methodological approaches shall be discussed. 
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In four thematic sections, which are described in greater detail below, PhD students and post-

docs will debate their work and discuss theoretical-methodological aspects with established 

German and British experts. 

The German Historical Institute will cover the travel and lodging expenses of the participants. 
 

Paper Proposals:  

If you are working on British or German or British-German history, and are interested in 

participating in the summer school, please send an abstract of about 350 words describing 

your theme, approach and sources as well as indicating for which panel you whish to apply 

along with a curriculum vitae to rezeption@ghil.ac.uk. Please mark your submission with the 

heading "Summer school: New Approaches to Political History". The deadline for 

submissions is 1 March 2009. 

 

Programme: 

The one-week summer school is intended as a workshop that will give PhD students and post-

docs the opportunity to discuss their projects. Each project, once presented, will then be 

commented on briefly by one other participant. This should make the thematic, 

methodological and theoretical exchange more structured and intensive. For research on 

contemporary history it seems particularly important to bring together various generations of 

researchers – not only in order to broaden the perspective, but also so that new approaches 

can be reviewed from a different standpoint. In short introductory statements one British and 

one German historian will outline the topic of the morning/ afternoon, including objectives, 

potential, research context, useful lines of enquiry etc. Each of the experts will take part in 

two days of the summer school, so that there will be an opportunity for conversation and to 

draw together the various thematic areas. The summer school will start with a public event at 

the German Historical Institute London which will introduce the subject matter by means of a 

public discussion between Ute Frevert (Berlin) and Gareth Stedman Jones (Cambridge), 

moderated by Stefan Berger (Manchester). The summer school will end with a concluding 

discussion in which the question of the periodisation of contemporary history will be dealt 

with in the light of the summer school’s findings. 
 

Public Discussion: New Approaches to Political History: A Dialogue between British and 

German Historians  

Ute Frevert (Berlin) and Gareth Stedman Jones (Cambridge), moderated by Stefan Berger 

(Manchester) 
 

1. Changing focuses of attention: religion and emotion 

Experts: Ute Frevert (Berlin); Callum Brown (Dundee) 

a) Religion and politics in “secular” times 

b) Feelings and politics in “emotional” times 
 

2. Linked spheres: politics and society 

Experts: Heinz-Gerhard Haupt (Florence); Frank Trentmann (London) 

a) Categorisations of societies and their political significance 

b) Political behaviour in the consumer society 
 

3. New rules of the political game: state and parties in transition 

Experts: Willibald Steinmetz (Bielefeld); Steven Fielding (Nottingham) 

a) Changes in the nature of the state 

b) Party democracy in transition 

mailto:rezeption@ghil.ac.uk
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4. Politics in a globalised world: security and transnationalisation 

Experts: Eckart Conze (Marburg); Patricia Clavin (Oxford) 

a) Violence and security 

b) Transnationalisation 
 

 

Description of Panels:  
 

1. Changing focuses of attention: religion and emotion  

a) Religion and politics in “secular” times 

One of the characteristics of the last decade is certainly the renaissance of the religious in 

historical research. In Britain the significance of religion for the history of the 19
th

 and 20
th

 

centuries is being discussed very intensively, and a similar interest is emerging in Germany. 

This change of perspective has come about due to the fact that the concept of secularisation 

has been called into question. More recent research proceeds, instead, from the idea of a 

pluralisation and de-institutionalisation of religion in the modern period. In addition, this 

interest in religion in the modern and post-modern period fits in with a new cultural-historical 

awareness of “ideas”, constructions of meaning, or “systems for ordering reality”, which does 

not ignore their political relevance. The re-assessment of religion in the modern period can 

also provide new perspectives for the history of the political. After 1945 both Britain and the 

Federal Republic were states and societies that were predominantly Christian, which were 

then, from the 1960s onwards, increasingly confronted with processes of religious 

pluralisation. Be it greater individualisation of religious practice, be it rejection or questioning 

of the churches, be it the re-interpretation of Christian moral standards in the context of a 

general change in values, or be it everyday confrontation with Hinduism, Buddhism and 

Islam, religious change unleashed an immense dynamic for change of all sorts, which affected 

the political sphere as well. The summer school will seek to focus attention on the political 

dimension of religion and examine, for example, the significance of Christian values for 

political behaviour, look at the role of non-Christian religious communities in western 

societies, pursue new political models arising from the change in values, and look at the 

political consequences of the churches’ declining importance and changing form.  
 

b) Feelings and politics in “emotional” times 

“For sure: politics is a matter for the head, but certainly not just for the head.” Max Weber is 

convinced that for both academics and politicians passion is a necessary driving force. In 

political history, however, emotions have very rarely been included so far. So, what role do 

emotions play in politics? Hardly anyone would deny that the friendship between Konrad 

Adenauer and Charles de Gaulle was just as vital for that relationship between France and 

Germany as the one between Kohl und Mitterand; but how did emotions influence their 

political decisions? Even if there is no desire to return to a history of great men, a continuing 

demand for biographies and prosopographies can be observed. In Britain, in particular, 

biographies have a long tradition and are much respected. How can an analysis of emotions be 

sensibly and systematically included in this trend? Given that women have occupied high 

political offices in Britain and Germany, from the point of view of gender history it would be 

interesting to ask how women fit in to politics and contemporary history, how they change 

them, and which emotions are attributed to them (Iron Lady etc.). Beyond the personal level 

of leading politicians and their relationships based on friendship and trust, each change of 

government brings with it not only a change in the political relationship between countries, 

but also a new style of domestic government, for example in the way work is carried out in 
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ministries. Projects dealing with emotions on this level are just as welcome as studies on 

parliamentary debates. How do MPs make contact with the public, how do leading politicians 

form a relationship with the electorate? How are jokes, anecdotes and the like built in to 

speeches; how do politicians seek to evoke feelings and moods – and what is the relationship 

between these strategies and the contents? Here, once again, it is necessary to look for 

boundaries: this could be done, for example, by examining the relationship between the 

political sphere and sexuality (e.g. scandals). Projects on these sorts of topics could also look 

at emotions on a collective level outside the established party system (such as new creative 

forms of political events around 1968).  
 

2. Linked spheres: politics and society 

a) Categorisations of societies and their political significance  

Virtually every handbook on British history in the 20th century contains an article on “class”. 

The concept can have a wide range of meanings: firstly in relation to theoretical discussions 

and analytical units; secondly in the statistical categorisation of society, and thirdly “class” is 

in common usage in everyday speech. This primarily involves the division into “upper, 

middle and working class”, but also the distinction between “us and them”, i.e. people’s own 

assessment of their place in society. As society changed in the 20
th

 century, there were new 

developments in this respect as well. The fixation with class is less clearly marked in the 

German context, though analytical units such as classes, groups, milieus and elites have been 

used for quite a long time. Fairly recently new ways of categorisation, e.g. the generation 

concept, have also been tried out. In addition to all this, categorisations of societies also have 

political significance. For as the categories changed in the 20th century, the voters’ party 

alliances disappeared. Party programmes and target groups were redefined. The process also 

went vice versa. Trends such as individualisation and pluralisation permeate concepts of 

social order in the course of the 20th century just as much as lifestyles, migration phenomena, 

an increase in divorce, new family models and other discussions that could be conducted 

under the general heading “new social inequality”. These concepts of order are then 

transformed, for example, into statistical surveys, which in their turn form the basis of 

political decisions. This section of the summer school will look at societies’ descriptive 

categories and how they change. The aim of this will be to establish whether and how these 

categorisations influence political behaviour. Projects dealing with politics from this point of 

view are therefore particularly welcome.  
 

b) Political behaviour in the consumer society 

Characteristic of the second half of the 20
th

 century are increased incomes, accompanied by 

more leisure time, and a new diversity of goods. Increasing mass consumption brought with it 

hopes and fears, ranging from a desire to overcome class differences to the fear that the 

citizen-consumers would become depoliticised. Just a generation earlier the consumer and the 

citizen were conceived of in two opposing spheres: the private and the public. Today, 

however, the two are increasingly regarded as overlapping phenomena. In Anglo-Saxon 

research on consumption, which has been going on for quite some time, the citizen-consumer 

has become firmly established. In Germany there is some reluctance to make this connection. 

So this section of the summer school should be devoted to projects looking at the importance 

of consumption for political behaviour. What forms of political consumption exist and since 

when (e.g. ethical consumerism)? How do the parties take these up? The establishment of the 

Greens as a consumer party, which in 2001 appropriately provided the first consumer minister 

in Germany, could be regarded as an example. Further, the role of consumer protection 

institutions and their publications, for instance Which? in Britain and Stiftung Warentest in 
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Germany, should also be investigated. What obligations do citizens and consumers have? 

How are they defined and perceived? In this section projects should be discussed that deal 

with the boundaries of the political in the consumer society.  
 

3. New rules of the political game: state and parties in transition 

a) Changes in the nature of the state 

The state has always been a central object of examination in political history. The new 

political history deliberately distances itself from this preoccupation with the state and works 

with an open, dynamic model of statehood. Moreover, it is interested in the relationship 

between state and society, and how one penetrates the other. After 1945 the state in both 

Britain and the Federal Republic was transformed in many ways. The most important of these 

was the rapid emergence of the welfare state, which involved a massive extension of state 

duties and zones of intervention and influence. In the Federal Republic the old models of 

unitarisation and federalisation conflicted with one another, while in Britain, on the other 

hand, demands for devolution brought about shifts and re-evaluations. Further, the constant 

scientization of the social and the political, which offered ever-greater opportunities through 

technology, encroached on the state administration and on the execution of state functions in 

general. Not least, it left its mark on the self-perception of professional state administrators. 

At the same time citizens’ expectations of the state increased, and reflected the changed 

perception of the state in the consumer society, and, yet again the constant need for security in 

the culture of the Cold War. When, from the late 1960s onwards, the consequences of social 

individualisation and pluralisation finally became apparent, demands on the welfare state 

increased once again – and conversely, the politicians in charge felt obliged to react to the 

social changes. In choosing Britain and the Federal Republic, the summer school focuses on 

two very different states, whose self-perceptions are at the opposite ends of the spectrum, and 

which, moreover, chose quite individual paths towards the welfare state. By comparing and 

contrasting them the summer school will seek to demonstrate how the nature of the state 

changed after 1945 in both countries, to demonstrate various Western European models, and 

thus to shed new light on an old topic of political history in a European dimension.  
 

b) Party democracy in transition  

After 1945 it was not only the state that had to face rapid change. In a similar way the party 

democracy in both the Federal Republic and Britain was transformed. As the dominant 

players in the political game, the parties were increasingly confronted by influential 

competition. For the social and cultural changes brought forth new players, or gave already 

long-established ones new power. Thus the rules governing the political game in the party 

democracy changed. Technical innovations allowed the media to expand and led to a huge 

differentiation in the media landscape. New methods made it possible to communicate ever 

more quickly over long distances, and this relativised previously accepted boundaries. The 

general trend towards scientification created new forms of political discussion, while market 

and opinion research became increasingly important in the political sphere. The expansion of 

the welfare state, just like that of the consumer society, led to new organised and non-

organised interests, which came to be articulated extremely loudly; from the early 1970s new 

forms of citizens’ participation emerged which called the established parties into question. 

There are many other examples that could be given. All these phenomena changed, on the one 

hand, the parties themselves, and on the other the political processes and rules of the game in 

the democracy. The summer school will investigate this change, and likewise its 

consequences for the role of the individual citizen. Was it just the form of politics that 

changed, or was the actual political content affected as well? Which new opportunities, which 
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new restrictions were the parties/the individual citizen thus faced with? How did they react in 

the contested political sphere, and how did they try to influence the shape it took?  
 

4. Politics in a globalised world: security and transnationalisation 

a) Violence and security 

Since 11 September 2001 everyone is talking about violence and security. Be it Bush’s 

National Security Strategy, be it the CCTV craze in Britain, or the intensified passport 

controls in Germany. From a historical point of view however, security, or rather the 

perceived loss of security, plays an important role in the whole of the 20th century. In a 

speech at the time of the Berlin Crisis Konrad Adenauer called 1914 the beginning of 

insecurity: before that, according to Adenauer, the world had been governed by peace, 

tranquillity and security. Security thus became the key concept of Adenauer’s policy in the 

1950s. The 1960s and early 1970s were a period in which people had faith in the certainty of 

growth and advancement. The following years were devoted to internal security and in the 

1980s it was all about international security policy – this is how Eckart Conze has divided it 

up for the history of the Federal Republic. When asking about the importance of security for 

post-1945 history, it is essential to bear in mind not only the existence of the two Germanies, 

but also the international dimension of the Cold War. How did British and German society 

react to the challenges of the Cold War? What role is played by the state, alternatively by 

politics, in the need for security formulated individually, by the media, or collectively? How 

was the difficult relationship between the need for security and civil rights assessed? 

Alongside the Cold War, hot wars also played an indirect role for British and German 

citizens. In this section of the summer school projects would therefore be welcome that look 

at the repercussions of war on the national political sphere; attitudes to the Vietnam War, or 

the peace movement, could, for example, be included here. Equally, the significance of the 

North-South conflict as an increasingly popular topic, and thus “structural violence” (Johan 

Galtung) could be looked into. Unlike the Germans, the British were directly affected by hot 

wars, e.g. the Falklands War. We should therefore discuss how direct involvement in wars, 

conflicts and crises (e.g. Suez) affected politics within the national sphere. What role was 

played by the various forms of violence (above all physical and psychological, but also 

institutional)? Security and violence are vital categories for explaining contemporary history – 

this assumption should be concretised and tested in this section.  
 

b) Transnationalisiation 

One of the challenges for work on contemporary history committed to the new political 

history is the increased transnational dimension since the end of the Second World War. 

Historians have tried to get to grips with this phenomenon in various ways: by historical 

comparison, by the cultural transfer approach, by the history of transnational interconnection 

or, for example, by the concept of westernisation which has been used particularly 

successfully in the Federal Republic. Historiography on the British Empire has proved 

particularly useful in this respect. Closely connected with processes of transnationalisation at 

a global level, the process of Europeanisation also developed its own dynamics. The summer 

school would like to discuss German and British history in this context as well. Projects 

would be welcome in this section that deal with transnational actors and their significance in 

the international and national political sphere, or which investigate the role of international 

organisations or political institutions. The role of politics, in quite general terms, in the 

process of transnationalisation should be discussed. In relation to the economy, society and 

culture was it a pacemaker and facilitator, or more of a hindrance? Did it even completely 

overwhelm politics, as politicians often complain? Transnationalisation was not only a topic 
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for experts on foreign and economic politics, but also became more and more of a topic as 

regards domestic and social politics. The summer school will therefore not only look at the 

various political repercussions for example caused by migration. Its main aim will be to 

discuss the political strategies executed to deal with these phenomena in their transnational 

dimension.  


