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Regional History without a Region: the
Peculiar Case of Post-1945 West German
Historical Research into Former German
Territories in the East

MARTIN MOLL
Karl-Franzens-University of Graz

ABSTRACT

This chapter focuses on the deep post-1945 break in German regional history devoted
to the Reich’s Eastern provinces and to those areas of Eastern Europe settled by ethnic
Germans. Almost all institutions for regional history in that region vanished between
autumn 1944 and spring 1945. The chapter reviews the attempts made to continue his-
torical research into the lost German territories as a peculiar case of scholarship. The first
organizations of Ostforschung [Eastern Research] were a deliberate continuation of like-
minded institutions of the interwar period. From the late 1940s they were producing
publications designed to tell the young about German cultural and economic achieve-
ments in the East. The Herder Institute functioned as an umbrella institution for a body
of re-founded Historical Commissions which devoted themselves to the former German
Eastern territories. The Ostforscher were more concerned with establishing a new institu-
tional base than with clarifying their role during the Nazi years. A critical West German
literature on Ostforschung developed only in the late 1960s. The policy of détente of the
late 1960s and 1970s posed a threat to the institutional structure of Oszforschung. After
Germany’s reunification in 1990, there was a new interest in the history of the former
German East. However, the process of abandoning the traditional Germanocentric per-
spective was irresistible. The abolition of the century-old German-Polish juxtaposition
seems to allow a historiographical perspective free from political subtexts. The research
agenda in the new millennium is the history of encounters, contacts and relations be-
tween peoples and cultures in the vast areas of Eastern and East-Central Europe.

Das Jabr der endgiiltigen Niederlage Hitler-Deutschlands 1945 bedeutete fiir die deut-

sche Geschichte im Osten Europas einen zweifachen und deshalb umso radikaleren Bruch.
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Zum einen wurden etwa 12 bis 14 Millionen Deutsche aus Osteuropa vertrieben; sie fan-
den nach einigen Anlaufschwierigkeiten in Westdeutschland, der DDR und in Osterreich
eine neue Heimat. Zum anderen bedeutete diese auf der Konferenz der alliierten Sieger
in Potsdam im Sommer 1945 sanktionierte Vertreibung das definitive Aus fiir die reiche
regionalgeschichtliche Forschung, die bis 1945 in den Ostprovinzen des Deutschen Reiches
sowie in den von Deutschen besiedelten Regionen Ost- und Siidosteuropas von Universiti-
ten, Archiven und privaten Geschichtsvereinen betrieben worden war.

Diese diversifizierte Landschaft regionalgeschichtlicher Forschung fiir Ost- und West-
preufSen, Pommern, Schlesien, das Baltikum, Bohmen und Mihren sowie Siidosteuropa
war im Sommer 1945 definitiv, wie es schien, untergegangen. Nur ganz wenige Quellen
und Bibliotheken konnten aus jenen nun sowjetisch beberrschten Regionen nach Westen
transferiert waren, so dass ein Wiederaufleben der Ostforschung auf betrichtliche, bis
heute virulente Schwierigkeiten stiefS. Dennoch gelang es der Ostforschung, sich binnen
weniger Jahre in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland institutionell und personell new zu kon-
stituieren und fiir heutige Begriffe gewaltige Forderungssummen aus dem westdeutschen
Steuertopf zu erhalten. Nur ganz wenige bis 1945 mit dem Thema Ostforschung befasste
Wissenschaftler fielen wegen ibrer zu offenkundigen Affinitit zum NS-Regime und des-
sen morderischer Ostpolitik durch den Rost, den meisten schadete ibre Beitragstiiterschaft
kaum. Um 1950 war wiederum ein rudimentires Netz der Ostforschung in der BRD
etabliert; personell und thematisch-methodisch kniipfte es an die stark von der Volksge-
schichte beeinflussten Konzepte der Zwischenkriegszeit an. Nach wie vor stand der deut-
sche kulturbringende Einfluss auf Osteuropa im Vordergrund. Diese Argumentation sollte
unter den verinderten Rabmenbedingungen dazu dienen, mit historischen Argumenten
den (west-)deutschen Anspruch auf die de jure noch nicht endgiiltig verlorenen Ostgebiete
zu untermauern. Einen ganz dhnlichen Anspruch verfolgten die Landsmannschaften der
Heimatvertriebenen, die mit den einschligigen Forschungseinrichtungen eng kooperier-
ten, wie iiberhaupt die erste Generation der Ostforscher nach 1945 selbst aus dem ehemals
deutschen Osten stammte.

War so die teils nostalgischen Zielen dienende Revitalisierung der Ostforschung in den
1950er Jahren in der BRD weitgehend gelungen, so geriet diese Forschungsrichtung in den
1960er und noch mebr in den 70er Jahren im Zuge der sozialliberalen ,Neuen Ostpoli-
tik’ in eine tiefe Krise. Revisionspolitische Argumente zur Untermaunerung der deutschen
Anspriiche auf die verlorenen, nun de facto abgeschriebenen Ostgebiete waren nicht linger
gefragt. Hoch im Kurs standen vielmebr politik- und sozialwissenschaftliche, politisch un-
mittelbar verwertbare Analysen des sowjetischen Machtbereichs, welche die traditionelle
Ostforschung kaum zu liefern vermochte.

In den 1970er Jahren brach sich zudem eine kritische Sicht auf die braunen Traditio-
nen der Ostforschung Babn, welche das Fach zeitweilig insgesamt in Zweifel zog. Die der
Neuen Ostpolitik verpflichteten Bundesregierungen liefSen das Fach evaluieren und damit
zur Disposition stellen, es kam jedoch zu keinen InstitutsschliefSungen. Erst in den 1990er
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The Oder-Neisse Line and Germany’s postwar territorial losses.

Jahren machte sich eine von den Landsmannschaften unabhingige Disziplin bemerkbar,
die Osteuropa nicht linger als einstige Projektionsfliche deutschen Einflusses, sondern als
eigenstindigen Forschungsgegenstand wahrnabhm und die Rolle der slawischen Bevilke-
rung angemessen wiirdigte. Zugleich kam es zu einem teils touristisch, teils nostalgisch in-
spirierten Wiederaufleben der Suche nach den verbliebenen deutschen Spuren im Osten
des Kontinents, die gegenwartig freilich im Sinne eines gesamteuropiischen Erbes und als
(konfliktreiche) Beziehungsgeschichte verstanden werden.

INTRODUCTION

In 2008 a commercial (not a scientific!) publishing house located in the Polish capi-
tal of Warsaw published an updated street map of Poland together with an amazing
appendix. The addition, printed in German, displays, in a literal translation, the ‘his-
torical borders of the Greater German Empire [sic!] and of the Free City of Danzig’ as
they existed in 1939; a further addition is an index of German and Polish topographic
names in Poland. Apparently the map’s aim is to facilitate the trip planning of German
tourists making their way into Poland. Some 60 years ago, ethnic Germans who at that
time lived in what is today Poland moved in the opposite direction, desperately fleeing
westward from their home towns'.

Case Studies
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1945, the year of Germany’s final defeat in World War II, marked a deep break in Ger-
man regional history devoted to the Reich’s Eastern provinces (mainly East and West
Prussia, Pomerania and Silesia) and to those areas of Eastern and East-Central Europe
like Bohemia, Moravia and the Baltic states settled (partly or exclusively) by ethnic
Germans. Prior to 1945, this part of Europe had enjoyed a rich and diversified land-
scape of historical research conducted by German academic historians as well as by
non-academic amateurs. Many of the institutions promoting this research — often pri-
vate associations — looked back to their own history of 100 or more years.

Since 1945, specific ethnic German communities attached to certain regions of Eastern
Europe have ceased to exist. These populations have now found themselves scattered
over the whole of Germany, both over West Germany and East Germany (and partly also
over Austria), and have there been integrated into local society. Recent accounts reckon
that 12 to 14 million people, were expelled: 1,5 to 2 million of them died during their
flight. In this arduous and painful process they felt doubly afflicted: by total defeat as did
all Germans at that time and, in addition, by the loss of their homes. The contribution
of these expellees to the reconstruction of Germany counts, undoubtedly, among their
greatest achievements and is, consequently, highly appreciated. However, many had
understandable difficulties in accepting their fate. This makes it all the more necessary,
therefore, to recognize that in the long run they did not become an institutionalized
source of instability and thirst for revenge in — for example — a Palestinian manner. The
majority of the expellees sooner or later came to accept their new homes, familiarized
themselves with their new environment and settled down?.

Remembrance of their common past in the East was vivid for decades. Attempts made
by the expellees to perpetuate memories of their lost home met with tremendous difh-
culties. National affirmation of the victorious nations included not only the physical re-
moval of the Germans and their artefacts but also the removal of their historical presence
through the establishment of a new — non-German - collective memory. As Czechs,
Poles, Hungarians, Yugoslavs and others struggled to create a new national present and
future for their countries, they also sought to rewrite the past they had shared with the
Germans of their respective areas. These accompanied the appropriation of shared and
sometimes wholly German public cultural and historical spaces as well as a reinterpre-
tation of the German role in the history of those regions. In the end, perhaps fittingly,
physical evidence of a shared past could be found primarily in the language of headstone
inscriptions and monuments which fell increasingly into disrepair®.

It is the aim of this chapter to review attempts made after 1945 to continue historical re-
search into the lost German regions — a peculiar case of scholarship which deserves atten-
tion. The chapter will focus on Eastern Europe proper, i.c. Poland and the western parts
of the USSR, mainly the Baltic area. Although regional history dealing with the Sudeten-
land and South-Eastern Europe followed a parallel path, these regions which had been a
part of the Habsburg, not the German, Empire prior to 1918 are not dealt with here®.
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Map 11
Germany'’s territorial changes from 1914 to 1990.

Initially, the victorious Allies had in 1946 prohibited any attempts by the expellees to
organize themselves, but this ban was lifted in 1948 in the Western zones of occupa-
tion. The years 1947-49 are filled in Western Germany with the founding of Lands-
mannschaften [territorial associations] and other organisations associating German
refugees and expellees’. Around 1950, the various local branches of the East Germans
in the new Federal Republic of Germany fused into the Bund der Heimatvertriebenen
und Entrechteten [ Association of the Expellees and Disenfranchised]. In the same year
they published a Charter which — surprisingly — claimed to be against revenge and ret-
ribution for what they had experienced by way of unjust treatment. Although, initially,
there was a broad consensus in Western Germany that the forceful expulsion of Eastern
Germans from their home provinces had been unjust and that, sooner or later, Germa-
ny should be restored to its 1937 borders, the Bonn government of Konrad Adenauer
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(chancellor 1949-1963) pursued two somewhat contradictory targets concurrently: to
integrate the refugees and also to support their political/revisionist claims. For this lat-
ter goal, history seemed of the utmost importance.

Surprisingly, unlike the heated debates of the interwar years, interactions after 1945
with Polish historiography had little importance for West German historians. Thus,
the gap between the expanding Polish regional historiography and its West German
counterpart widened as historians in the Federal Republic still held fast to the analysis
of Eastern history exclusively as a part of a wider German history. By proceeding in that
manner, they deliberately ignored or at least downplayed the fact that, while German
settlement in that area dated from the Middle Ages, German state rule there was a more
recent phenomenon. Prussia, the core of the German Empire founded in 1871, had for
centuries been a tiny and weak duchy, more or less under the tutelage of the much more
powerful Polish-Lithuanian state. It was not until the partitions of Poland between
1772 and 1795 that Prussia, alongside Austria and Russia, gained control of large ter-
ritories in East Central Europe.

No significant contribution came from historians of the other German state, the Ger-
man Democratic Republic (GDR): they could not deny that East Prussia, not to speak
of Pomerania which was after 1945 divided between Poland and the GDR, had been
German before the War and part of a wider German state. Any mention of this fact,
even within a strictly scientific frame, would have posed an obvious threat to socialist
solidarity with Poland and the USSR, and this precluded GDR historians from explor-
ing this interpretation. They simply — with very few exceptions — did not choose to
research issues connected to the former German provinces in the East. A large number
of German expellees also settled in the GDR but for evident political reasons they were
not allowed to form any associations similar to their West German counterparts. For
the GDR, at least as far as its official position was concerned, the new border with Po-

land, the Oder-Neifle line, was a just ‘border of peace™.

A few sentences must suffice to outline the position of the third German-speaking state,
Austria. This country, incorporated into the Third Reich in March 1938, hosted a large
number of refugees after 1945, mainly from the Sudetenland and South-east Europe.
Primarily concerned with presenting itself as Hitler’s ‘first victim” and with ending the
Allied occupation (which happened only in 1955), Austria’s government and public
had little reason to tackle the issue of expellees. The question of whether the Sudeten-
land should join the Austrian Republic had been intensively discussed — and settled
once and for all - after World War I. A renewed dispute over this delicate matter was, in
the Austrian view, the more undesirable as it seemed likely to compromise the country’s
official position, which was to maintain the pre-war borders. Defending the southern
frontier against Yugoslavian demands for a border revision, Vienna could not spark off
or even participate in a general questioning of the 1919 territorial settlement. For these
reasons, the climate for organizing associations of the expelled was much less favourable
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in Austria than it was in West Germany. In the latter, there was no Soviet occupation
force, as was there in Austria. As to the historians, Austrian scholars had traditionally
done research on the history of the Habsburg Empire. For them, the German Reich’s
lost provinces were no matter of concern nor interest; this was and still is a region to-
tally alien to them. However, one concession was made to the powerful West German
neighbour: until the late 1970, as this author remembers from his own experience as a
pupil, official maps used in Austrian public schools displayed Germany’s 1937 borders
and described the Eastern part of the former Reich as being temporarily “under Polish
administration”.

THE VIEw FROM POLAND

Statements made even during World War II leave no doubt that in the framework of
Polish historical thinking it was of the utmost importance to find historical justifications
for Poland’s new Western border. As soon as the Red Army had advanced into what were
then still the Third Reich’s Eastern provinces, Polish historical institutions were founded
or their interwar predecessors were revived. At the end of 1944, for example, the Instytut
Zachodni [Western Institute] was established at Poznari/Posen. It was given the task of
coordinating all research dealing with Poland’s new territories and was thereby expected
to smooth their political integration into the Polish state”. Within a surprisingly short
period, the Institute started to publish a series of books entitled “The Provinces of Old
Poland” emphasizing the alleged Polish traditions of the newly-acquired regions. As far
as former East and West Prussia are concerned, this overall endeavour was supported by
the University of Toruri/ Thorn, founded in January 1946. As is obvious, at this early date
after the war Polish historiography — now focusing on what had hitherto been Germa-
ny’s East — possessed a much broader institutional basis than its German counterpart. No
wonder that a meeting under the programmatic title “First All-Polish Assembly of His-
torians of Pomerania and Prussia” took place as early as February 1947, Surprisingly, the
old German names for the regions concerned were still officially used. At that time, Polish
historiography had not yet been streamlined according to Marxist doctrines. In asserting
the Polish character of the new provinces, ideology was of little, if any, significance.

From the middle of the 1950s onward, however, the Instytut Zachodni, apart from con-
tinuing research into Poland’s Western parts, focused on both German states, prima-
rily targeting what Polish historians perceived as revisionist tendencies in the Federal
Republic’. Political motives also played a role in the establishment in 1953 of the so-
called “Working Department for the History of Pomerania” as a branch of the Polish
Academy of Science: it was located in Poznani/Posen. From the 1950s these institutes
also had to fulfil the task of fostering some idea of the history and culture of the new
provinces among those Poles who had been resettled in those areas from former Eastern
Poland, now part of the Soviet Union'’.
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Taking into account these political circumstances, it is no wonder that a more nuanced de-
bate about issues of regional history failed to develop in Poland prior to the 1960s. Institutes
of regional history were enlarged or new ones were founded, as was the case with the specific
institutes in Toruri/Thorn and Olsztyn/Allenstein''. As a rule, they all published scientific
journals devoted to the regional history of the former German territories. From 1972 on-
wards, they also engaged in a surprisingly liberal dialogue with West German historians, the
basis of which was a bilateral commission for the revision of school history books'2.

A NEW START FOR OSTFORSCHUNG?

With millions of ethnic German refugees and expellees from Eastern Europe looking
for a new home mainly in the Federal Republic of Germany (and, to a lesser extent, in
Austria), their integration into these states was of the utmost importance. Apart from
practical tasks like finding housing and jobs for the migrants, there was some aware-
ness of the need to preserve their cultural heritage which now, as it seemed, had lost its
geographical basis. On the one hand, such measures of preservation aimed at allowing
the expelled to maintain their specific ‘tribal’ identities as Eastern Prussians, Silesians,
Pomeranians and so on so as to smooth their integration into their new home coun-
tries. In that respect there existed a powerful coalition comprising the expellees’ asso-
ciations, the Bund der Heimatvertriebenen und Entrechteten, and the Federal Ministry
for the Expelled for which the displaced Eastern Germans provided a disproportionate
number of high-ranking officials. Representing millions of voters, the expelled had a
strong say in formulating West Germany’s cultural policy.

On the other hand, a strong scientific desire to rescue as much as possible from a quick-
ly shrinking cultural heritage can be observed. This led, for example, to the creation of
a specific sub-discipline within Volkskunde [ethnology], which found clear expression
in the title of its journal (launched in 1955), “Jahrbuch fiir Volkskunde der Heimatver-
triebenen” [Yearbook for Ethnology of the Expelled]. In 1949, the re-founded West
German umbrella association for Volkskunde stressed the need to conduct intensive
research on the issue of the expelled as quickly as possible and in 1951 established a
Zentralstelle [central agency] for the Ethnology of the Expelled. Its main task was to ad-
vise on the collection of all kinds of material as well as spiritual heritage of the Eastern
Germans: artefacts, literature, dialects, folk music, clothing and so on™’.

Between 1944 and 1949, however, almost no historical publications of German histo-
rians dealing with the former German East can be traced. It was not until 1949 that
the book Ostwirts der Oder-NeifSe-Linie [Eastwards of the Oder-NeifSe line], edited by
Peter-Heinz Seraphim, Reinhart Maurach and Gerhart Wittram, appeared'®. Even more
important was the well-known fact that all institutions for regional history in that re-
gion, based mainly on universities, archives and historical associations, had perished be-
tween autumn 1944 and spring 1945. In many cases, the historical sources and specialist
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libraries were lost, too, as they could not be evacuated to the West. This break was only
asmall and, as it seems, less significant part of a much broader process, i.e. the flight and
the expulsion of Eastern Germans to the West. Even less well-known is the fact that the
lacuna in the German-dominated regional history of some areas of Eastern Europe had
commenced earlier, namely following the ominous Hitler-Stalin Pact of August 1939,
according to which ethnic Germans from the USSR and from those territories now
within the Soviet sphere of influence were swiftly resettled to the Reich proper or to
German-occupied parts of the now-defeated Poland. As far as the Baltic states (annexed
by the USSR in spring 1940) were concerned, this resettlement of Germans, as it was
euphemistically called, spelled the end of the Herder-Institut in Riga and the Institut firr
Heimatforschung [Institute for research into local history] at Tartu/Dorpat in Estonia,
to name but a few. It further resulted in the loss or the dissolution of large libraries (like
those in Riga, Tartu and Tallinn/Reval) and archival repositories®.

It took some time until the gap could, at least partly, be filled again. At the end of 1949,
the Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Osteuropakunde [German Society for East European Schol-
arship] was re-founded and commenced publishing the journal “Osteuropa” in 1951'.
The Historical Commission for East and West Prussian Regional Research (originally
founded in 1923) resumed its activities in 1950, without being able to regain its former
importance’. In 1951 it was followed by the Historical Commission for Silesia (found-
ed in 1921) and the Osteuropa-Institut at the Free University of (West-)Berlin. The
latter published the annual publication “Forschungen zur osteuropiischen Geschichte”
[Research on East European History] from 1954. The Munich-based Osteuropa-Insti-
tut, the successor to a similar institution in the Silesian capital of Breslau, came into
existence in 1952; its yearbook was the “Jahrbiicher fiir Geschichte Osteuropas (Neue
Folge)” [Yearbooks for the History of Eastern Europe (New Series)], started in the
same year. In 1956, the Historical Association for the Ermland (a part of East Prussia)
was also re-founded and started to publish its traditional journal anew.

Professional historians, however, often chose another path for themselves. Among the
historians of the erstwhile East Prussian Albertus-University of Konigsberg — a city
renamed Kaliningrad and since 1945 part of the USSR — only Erich Maschke contin-
ued to write about East and West Prussian history. He did so, of course, from his new
residence in West Germany. Almost all of his former colleagues, however, selected new
topics for their continuing careers in the Federal Republic of Germany (and, seldom, in
the GDR). It was mainly the archivists who guaranteed continuity, supported by those
few academics who prior to 1945 had been closely connected with the regional archives

of Konigsberg and Danzig/Gdansk (e.g. Erich Keyser and Walther Hubatsch)'.

1945, it should be clear, was therefore a break, but not a total one. As time passed,
serious attempts were made to revive what had been Ostforschung [Eastern Research]
before the end of the war. The first significant step towards reorganizing Ostforschung
was the 1946 foundation of the Gottinger Arbeitskreis [Gottingen Work Group], ini-
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tially headed by Joachim Freiherr von Braun. The original Arbeitskreis comprised a
group of historians, geographers and anthropologists including Max Hildebert Bochm,
Gunther Ipsen, Walther Hubatsch, Werner Markert, Theodor Oberlinder and Theodor
Schieder who had fled from the University of Kénigsberg™. As the rescued Kénigsberg
city archive was later transferred to Gottingen, prevailed comparatively favourable con-
ditions for re-establishing the Konigsberg-style Ostforschung®. Since 1951, the Arbeits-
kreis was partially identical with the Arbeitsgemeinschaft fiir Osteuropaforschung [Study
Group for East European Research], with Markert as its leading figure. When in 1953
Markert became a full professor at Tibingen University, the Arbeitsgemeinschaft moved
with him. Loosely attached to Tiibingen University, its funding came from the Federal
Ministry of the Interior starting at 120,000 DM annually*.

By publishing popular as well as scientific accounts of Germany’s lost provinces and by
stressing revisionist aims, the Arbeitskreis was a deliberate continuation of like-minded
institutions of the interwar period. It is not by chance that the establishment of the Ar-
beitskreis was prompted by the need to produce an expert report, entitled “The Signifi-
cance and Indispensability of East Prussia for Germany”. Ironically, the Western Allies
had asked the nascent West German authorities for such a report in order to make use
of it at the Moscow conference of foreign ministers in April 1947. It must be noted that
at that time neither West nor East Germany (the Western and the Soviet zones of occu-
pation, to be more precise) had a common border with what had been East Prussia up
to 1945. For the historians assembled in the Arbeitskreis, however, the Allied demand
provided a welcome opportunity to stress Germany’s judicial claims to its Eastern ter-
ritories which were now under Polish and Soviet administration. No wonder that the
task of justifying such claims ranked prominently among the duties of the Arbeitskreis®.
In that regard, there were striking similarities to revisionist endeavours of the interwar
years aimed at setting aside the 1919 Versailles Treaty?*. The Federal Ministry for Over-
all German Affairs supported the Arbeitskreis to the princely tune of 90,000 DM per
year. The Foreign Ministry at Bonn frequently commissioned and funded publications
which justified Germany’s claims to its lost territories. This ministerial sponsorship,
however, was cautiously concealed from the public®.

From the late 1940s the Arbeitskreis produced publications designed to inform the
young about German cultural and economic achievements in the East, which was de-
scribed as an integral part of Europe. In addition, various information sheets targeted
at the Press and interested individuals in both Americas were circulated. Interest in
South America was particularly strong, since a separate Buenos Aires edition of this
Pressedienst der Heimatvertriebenen [Press Service of the Expelled] was produced for
sympathisers residing in Chile and Argentina. Hans Mortensen, Theodor Oberlinder
and Ernst Vollert were on the steering committee.

It was from this background that a marked proliferation of research institutes surfaced
in the Federal Republic from the early 1950s onwards: the Johann Gottfried Herder
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Institute in Marburg an der Lahn (founded 1950); the Norddeutsche Akademie in
Liineburg (1951); the Osteuropa-Institut; the Siidost-Institut (both founded in Munich
in 1952); and umbrella organisations like the Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Ostenropakunde
in Stuttgart (1948); the Sidosteuropa-Gesellschaft in Munich (1953) and the Ostkolleg
der Bundeszentrale fiir Heimatdienst in Cologne (1957).

The activities of the Ostforscher had clearly established a new institutional base in the
Federal Republic of Germany. Although the Western occupying authorities were not
initially well-disposed to the activities of the work groups and even banned Gotz von
Selle’s manuscript “Deutsches Geistesleben in Ostpreussen” [German spiritual life in
East Prussia), this does not seem to have obstructed the work of this self-proclaimed
community of the like-minded. There were also six chairs of East European history,
two chairs in Kiel for Ostkunde and six specialist institutes attached to the universities
of Giessen, Mainz, Miinster, Munich, Tibingen and Wilhelmshaven as well as the Os#-
europa-Institut at the Free University of Berlin (founded in 1951).

By the carly 1950s the Ostforscher were congratulating themselves upon having survived
the difficult times of the recent past. In 1953, the Bundestag, the West German Parlia-
ment, resolved to promote the study of East and South-east European affairs at all levels
— not only history — in the West German educational system. The following year, a
committee consisting of representatives from the cultural department of the Ministry
of the Interior, the ministers of culture of the Linder and the rectors of the universities
was formed to suggest ways of allocating funds®.

The driving force behind the revival of Ostforschung in general and the creation of the
Herder Institute and the Herder Forschungsrat [Research Council] in spring 1950 in
particular was the historian Hermann Aubin (1885-1969)¥. The 1948 currency re-
form, and the imminent creation of federal authorities, provided a window of opportu-
nity for the institutional revival of Ostforschung. The structures adopted were explicitly
modelled upon those of the past: conferences of interested scholars, a central institu-
tional apparatus and a journal, the “Zeitschrift fiir Ostforschung” (launched in 1952).
Aubin, Erich Keyser and Johannes Papritz were prominent in the Forschungsrat which
met half-yearly to coordinate research.

The name of the institute, as compared with its nominal tasks, was striking: many of the
institute’s leading figures stood in sharp contrast to Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-
1803) because of the latter’s Slavophil attitudes and his criticism of medieval German
Ostkolonisation™. The Herder Institute functioned as an umbrella institution for a body
of re-founded Historical Commissions which devoted themselves to the former Ger-
man Eastern territories as well as to those ethnic Germans who had, prior to 1945,
lived outside Germany’s borders and were expelled from their homes in the wake of the
Red Army’s advance. In the middle of the 1950s, such Historical Commissions existed
for Silesia, East and West Prussia, Pomerania, the Baltic region, the Sudetenland, and
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others”. From that time on, those interested in the topic within the Federal Republic
might observe that, to name just one example, annual conferences of ‘Baltic Historians’
were held at Géttingen! Baltic history researched in the Federal Republic remained a
domain of Baltic Germans. No wonder that key books published on the issue dealt with
the German minority in the Baltic region; the main reference book was a biographical
encyclopaedia of Baltic Germans™.

COMMUNIST CRITICS

During the first decades of the postwar period, a critical perspective on the relation-
ship between Ostforschung and Hitler’s regime had been rather slow to develop. Follow-
ing Germany’s military defeat, the Ostforscher were more concerned with establishing
a new institutional base in totally altered political circumstances than with clarifying
their own role during the Nazi years. Ironically enough, when in the mid-1950s criti-
cism did ensue, the source of this criticism enabled the Ostforscher to postpone self-
reflection. Their critics from across the inner-German divide were, as it appeared to
them, enemies of Western freedom and tools of GDR or Polish political interests. No
wonder then that the substance of the criticism from the East went unanswered. True,
both sides shared the view that a serious scientific dialogue with their counterparts was
impossible, whether because, from the Western side, of their opponents’ attachment to
Marxism or because, from the other, of addiction to Nationalism or to Imperialism and

Militarism?'.

From the middle of the 1950s the Ostforscher were refracted through two mutually
antagonistic literatures. Their own was compounded of nostalgia, and old animosities
refashioned for a global Cold War setting. GDR critics on the other side of the Iron
Curtain sought to represent the Ostforscher as ideological bedfellows of a demonic suc-
cession running from Wilhelmine Imperialism, via the Nazis, to the so-called military-
clerical dictators in Bonn®. In GDR opinion, the Ostforscher simply researched what-
ever target of Imperialism and expansion came next.

It was inevitable that the Ostforscher should have become the specific target of assaults
from GDR scholars. Case studies of particular prominent individuals like Aubin and
Theodor Oberlinder accompanied attempts to discredit specific research institutes as
alleged centres of subversion and espionage®. By studying this subject, Communist
scholars and propagandists hoped to clarify what were for them the historical roots
of contemporary West German Ostpolitik and to discover valuable analogies between
past and present. Around 1960 they produced a study of institutions concerned with
Ostforschung in the Federal Republic and posed the question as to why there was no
longer a global Westforschung devoted to, let us say, Britain and France, or Sidforschung
covering Italy, Spain and Portugal. GDR historians noted correctly that the former pre-
1945 Westforschung which had focused on the ‘Germanic’ heritage of Germany’s West-
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ern neighbours (Belgium, the Netherlands and France) had faded away in the foreign
policy climate of the 1950s with the Federal Republic now involved in a process of full
integration into the Western bloc. Unlike its Western counterpart, Ostforschung was
still (or again) very active after 1945. The overt political objectives of GDR critics — and
GDR historians made no secret of them — should not obscure the striking continuities
in institutions and personnel between pre- and postwar Ostforschung.

THE CoLp WAR CONTEXT

In 1952 Hermann Aubin and ‘the band of the unbroken’ issued a new journal entitled
“Zeitschrift fiir Ostforschung™*. The language and images were curiously familiar, sim-
ply worked into a Cold War context. With considerable monotony, Aubin repeated the
same metaphors and notions of German cultural superiority, and had the same recourse
to ‘blood’ as a causal agent, in numerous publications on the history of Silesia, a former
part of Germany which Aubin used to describe as the exit gate for the teutonic being
to the East®. Aubin stressed the continuity of German settlement in Eastern Europe
despite the Germanic migrations; the inability of the Slavs to form coherent states;
the existence of a West/East cultural watershed and the historic mission of the Ger-
mans to civilise the sub-Germanic zone. He then built a bridge to the present: he urged
the members of the Herder Institute to defend “what is under attack from abroad: the
claim of Germandom on its Eastern territories™. Having assumed the role of a Cold
War warrior, Aubin sallied forth in defence of freedom.

In 1952 Aubin’s colleague Keyser outlined the objectives of what he called the new
German Ostforschung. Necessity and a sense of duty had impelled him and his like-
minded colleagues to begin anew after the 1945 catastrophe. The German people were,
according to Keyser, duty-bound to study some 700 years of German history in the
East. The decisions made at the Allied summits of Yalta and Potsdam in 1945, Key-
ser argued, reflected an ignorance of German history. Narrow chauvinism was to be
replaced by a sense of a European community to which the peoples of the East also
belonged. This meant in practical terms that the Germans had brought Christianity,
cultural improvement, political order and economic progress to the East, somehow, as
he admitted, in collaboration with other nations. Keyser’s timid internationalising of
traditional German chauvinism barely concealed the striking legacy from the past?. A
moderate change in terms — from Eastern Germany to East-Central Europe — meant
little; Europe as a geographical and historical space was more or less explicitly confined
to Germany and the peoples of the so-called “West™.

A Western community of interest, juxtaposed against an undefined (but surely now
Communist) East, was apparent in much of the historical work produced by the Osz-
forscher during the 1950s%. To anyone familiar with what the same men had written
only a couple of years before, these efforts to revise the past in terms of a trans-national
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community of interest are — to say the least — unconvincing. But these lines of interpre-
tation were in full harmony with the views of the Federal authorities. The state of affairs
at the time, i.c. the division of Europe and the loss of Germany’s provinces in the East,
according to the Federal German Minister for Overall German affairs, was not a Ger-
man, not a Polish, not even a Russian, but rather a Bolshevik solution. Keyser, Aubin
and the historians collaborating with them laboured to demonstrate that the historical
German expansion eastwards was carried out on behalf of the nascent “West’. All this
was presented in a highly aggressive tone, which again proves that the almost hysterical
reactions in the GDR and Poland to this type of statement had some basis in fact®. No
doubt, a curious intermingling of vilkisch historiography and an ideology of Western
culture is apparent in the writings of Aubin, Keyser and others.

RESEARCH INTERESTS OF THE 1950s

Aubin and his like-minded colleagues relied partly upon the pre-1945 understanding
of Volksgeschichte, a discipline that can now be described as ethnology. Research into
the German or Prussian state’s institutions in the East, from the time of the Teutonic
Knights to modernity, also had top priority*". From this perspective the main topics of
interest for historiography of the East automatically followed: the history of the Duchy
of Prussia and the Hohenzollern administration. During the 1950s and 1960s, some
new surveys of, for example, East and West Prussian history were published, accom-
panied by the 1955 handbook “Die Ostgebiete des Deutschen Reiches” [ The Eastern
Regions of the German Empire]*. They followed old patterns of argument and more
or less openly expressed revisionist claims. For decades, those publications of the ecarly
postwar period remained in wide circulation. Bruno Schumacher’s “History of East
and West Prussia’, first published in 1937 (!), had seen no less than six, albeit revised,
editions by 1987 and was reprinted for the last time in 2002%.

Apart from those few surveys, the production of handbooks and maps stood in the fore-
ground, e.g. the Historisch-Geographischer Atlas of the Prussian Lands which started to
appear in 1968. There was, it is true, a long tradition of publishing valuable manuals like
Eastern European maps, indexes of place names and so on which continues up to this
day. Many of these endeavours were funded and supervised by the still existing Ku/-
turstiftung der Deutschen Vertriebenen | Cultural Foundation of German Expellees]*.

THE 1960s: A CRITICAL APPROACH SURFACES

Further examples of this type of writing would not promote a deeper understanding.
Suffice to state that a critical West German literature on Ostforschung developed only
in the late 1960s. Older criticism from Poland and the GDR, which could easily be

brushed off through reference to its political purposes, was gradually accompanied by
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a growing Western interest in the culpable involvement of intellectuals with the Nazi
regime®. Younger scholars discovered that beneath the fine mask of academic respect-
ability lay a more sophisticated collusion in Nazi atrocities. In a lesser key, the advent of
détente in the late 1960s seems to have triggered an internal crisis of confidence within
the discipline, as the assumptions that had guaranteed Ostforschung generous funding
in the decade after the war were called in question.

1970 onwARD: DETENTE AND ‘NEW EASTERN Pouicy’

In 1969 a new coalition government of Social Democrats (SPD) and Liberals (FPD)
headed by Chancellor Willy Brandt (1913-1992, SPD) entered office in Bonn. Brandt’s
main foreign policy aim was to ease tensions with the Communist countries and to
achieve a détente — however fragile — with the entire Eastern bloc in general and bet-
ter relations with the GDR and Poland in particular. To reach these goals, Brandt was
prepared at least indirectly to abandon Germany’s claims to a future restitution of its
former Eastern provinces. A quarter of a century after the end of World War II and
with millions of East German refugees now fully integrated into the Federal Repub-
lic, such revisionist demands had become more and more anachronistic. Almost no-
one — including those who explicitly stated the contrary — expected a restoration of
Germany’s 1937 borders within the foreseeable future, if ever. Furthermore, during the
Cold War, Poland had come to be seen in Western eyes as another Soviet victim and
as a potential ally of the West. This new perspective automatically triggered a modified
view of Germany’s past in the East. Within the framework of this Neue Ostpolitik [New
Eastern Policy], the revisionist fixation on regional history written about the East was
perceived as an imminent threat. In addition, the policy of détente of the late 1960s and
1970s also posed a threat to the entire institutional structure of Ostforschung as it had
developed during the 1950s*.

MoDIFICATIONS OF OSTFORSCHUNG: THE YEARS OF PERMANENT CRISIS

Historiographically, Ostforschung exhibited, somewhat reluctantly, a willingness to
adapt itself to the radically altered political situation. For example, from the middle of
the 1970s the Historical Commission for East and West Prussian Regional Research
engaged in a dialogue with its Polish colleagues, being the first to do so among the vari-
ous commissions for Eastern Historical Research in the Federal Republic?. This lead
inevitably to what was later described as a historiographical “Polonisation’ of former
Eastern German territories. Klaus Zernack stated that without doubt this history had
since 1945 been transformed into a domain of Poland’s historiography. He further ob-
jected that his colleagues in the Federal Republic had not even been capable of register-
ing, not to mention studying, Polish publications on this common subject®.
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A conference held in 1974 debated the nature and future of the discipline, and the
question of whether the term Ostforschung should be dropped in favour of Osteuropa-
Jforschung, Sovietology, Osteuropakunde or Ostwissenschaft®. Behind this rather self-
conscious semantic exercise lay concern about diminishing recruitment and budgetary
stagnation. The founder generation — men like Aubin, Keyser and Papritz — had by
then retired. Their 45- to 60-year-old successors, who had benefited from expansion
from the late 1950s, were securely in place. Those whose training, and expectations,
had been formed in the years of expansion had fewer opportunities when contraction
ensued. Around 1980, 20 West German universities were concerned with historical
research on Eastern Europe. This discipline was the primary concern of ¢.100 scholars,
a third of whom had received their Habilitation during the 1970s. Another 100 schol-
ars were reckoned as the reservoir of the next academic generation®. Problems were
further compounded by the fact that whereas many of the middle generation had been
born outside the Federal Republic of Germany, their younger pupils had no immediate
personal link with the countries and regions to be studied. It was not just a matter of
what sort of torch was to be handed on but whether there would be anyone with an
interest in receiving it!

The aforementioned 1974 conference also discussed the relationship between academic
expertise, politics and the mass media. While scholars wished to be in close proximity
to but not in the tow of politics, the politicians wanted accurate information on devel-
opments within the Communist states of Eastern Europe. That was why the subject re-
ceived generous funding. Contacts between researchers and the bureaucracy had been
formalised when in 1953 the Bonn-based Federal Ministry of the Interior established
a committee for research on Eastern Europe consisting eventually of the heads of the
eleven major research institutes, and representatives from the Ministries of the Interior,
Foreign, and Inner-German Relations. In 1974 an Inter-Ministerial Study Group for
Osteuropaforschung, with a permanent secretariat, was formed to coordinate the inter-
ests of government departments and the work of the research institutes.

As the generation directly involved in giving the subject its originally extreme Germano-
centric impetus passed away, its successors had the difficult task of adapting to the new
international and domestic political realities, while not jettisoning the entire legacy of
the past. Personal loyalties and ties of academic patronage have not assisted the process
of confronting the recent history of the discipline. Cosmetic changes — like altering the
title of a journal — resolved nothing. When, from the late 1960s onward, modern ap-
proaches like ‘Social History” developed in the Federal Republic, younger scholars at-
tached to these methods focused on regions outside Germany’s traditional East. Asking
new questions mainly connected to the Age of Industrialisation, they gave short shrift to
the predominantly agrarian regions east of the Oder-Neif3e line. Tellingly, as late as 1987,
a collection of essays devoted to Landesgeschichte heute [regional history today] did not
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even mention research on the lost East®’. It was only as late as 1992 that an article by Klaus



Regional History without a Region 261

Zernack raised as a subject for discussion the historical term ‘Eastern Germany’ with its
different meaning before and after 1945 and the relevance of this shift for regional his-
tory”*. Around 1990, for younger and middle-aged people in the reunited Germany the
term ‘Eastern Germany’ meant nothing but the vanishing GDR, not Pomerania, Silesia
or Prussia.

By roughly 1970, all Léinder or provinces of West Germany had been accorded a modern
synthesis of their regional histories while at the same time — and up to 1992 — not a single
modern account comparable to its Western counterparts had been published for Germa-
ny’s East. Continuing problems with access to the sources and the failure of agencies like
the Herder Institute to compensate for the loss of pre-1945 research institutions in the
East can only partly explain this stagnation. Another reason was the still prevailing politi-
cal function attached to Eastern regional history. As the continued task primarily was the
maintenance of recollections and memories of Germany’s former role in Eastern Europe,
a shift towards a somehow outdated Heimatgeschichte was inevitable™.

However, from the 1990s onward change has accelerated and will probably continue to
accelerate — unless the subject becomes irrelevant — as the wider scholarly landscape be-
comes more internationalised. Even from the 1980s, in some areas of medieval history,
for example, there have been genuine attempts to treat once sensitive issues in a broad,
thematic and comparative way, by teams of scholars from East and West. Some of the
most interesting work on towns, nobilities, estates or colonisation is the product of inter-
national conferences, organised by the Konstanzer Arbeitskreis [Konstanz Work Group],
while Polish, West German, and Scandinavian medievalists meet regularly in Torun/
Thorn for the comparative study of military religious orders like the Teutonic Knights.

OSTFORSCHUNG SINCE GERMAN REe-UNIFicaTioN IN 1990

Following Germany’s reunification in 1990, a new interest in the history of the German
East has developed. For the first time, this revived interest has not been limited to the
circles of former refugees and expellees or their Landsmannschafien. There was and still is
a tourism focused on discovering the few remaining German traces in the East. New edi-
tions of tourist guides for those areas try to exploit this revived interest into the former
German East*®. The museums of the Landsmannschaften have also been enlarged as, gen-
erally speaking, there is an increased media interest into Germany’s erstwhile East.

A few years prior to the fall of the Berlin Wall, the prominent social historian, Werner
Conze (1910-1986), started to schedule a series of books to be published under the
umbrella title ‘German History in Eastern Europe’. The title indicated that this endeav-
our was not to be limited to those areas which up to 1945 (or 1919 respectively) had
formed a part of the Reich. On the contrary, the role of Germans in entire East and
South-east of Europe was to be treated. The first volume to be published was that of
Hartmut Boockmann (born 1934), “East and West Prussia’, the first synthesis of this
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region since Bruno Schumacher’s book from the 1950s%. Following the guidelines for
the entire series, Boockmann wrote on German history in these regions, not a history
of the regions proper. No wonder that his book concluded with the year 1945 as the
author perceived the end of World War II to be the end of East and West Prussia. From
1945 onward, according to Boockmann, the history of Eastern Germany is the concern
of those who now live to the west of the Oder-Neifie line and their successors.

Later parts of this series comprising ten huge and richly illustrated volumes more or less
followed Boockmann’s path®. None of them openly supported revisionist claims. On
the other hand, it can hardly be ignored that the overall purpose of Conze’s idea was
to preserve a collective memory of the German character of the lost territories. In that
respect, the Ostdeutsche Landsmannschaften, which still harboured political resentment
against a more scientific outlook on regional history as connected to their former home
countries and resisted this ongoing process, could at least partly be satisfied”.

Whatever the level of resistance, the process of abandoning the old Germano-centric
perspective is irresistible. This is also mirrored in a quite new “Handbook of the History
of East and West Prussia’, edited during the 1990s by the Historical Commission for
East and West Prussian Regional Research®. Unlike the initial planning which was un-
dertaken by the Commission, the project has prompted a modest cooperation between
German and Polish historians. The ongoing abolition of the former German-Polish jux-
taposition seems to allow a historiographical perspective more or less free from political
implications®.

Collectively, these developments reflect an increased specialisation within the vari-
ous disciplines and regions hitherto subsumed under the term Ostforschung. Although
there are still those who continue to plough the old Germano-centric furrow, this group
now represents one school among many. Since the intellectually interesting develop-
ments occur elsewhere, stagnation ensues. Towards the end of the 1990s, one promi-
nent scholar announced the end of Ostforschung as it had existed since roughly 1950 in
its highly politicised fashion. With the expiry of the Cold War, the previous political
function served by that research had lost any meaning. The author had observed some
feelings of nostalgia which during the 1980s had found expression in the foundation
of cultural centres devoted to the role of Germans in Eastern Europe. With the fall of
the Iron Curtain, after 1990 mass emigration of the remaining Germans from Russia
became possible and this nostalgia became increasingly obsolete®.

RECENT EVENTS IN THE NEW MILLENIUM

In the new millennium new institutions dealing with Oszforschung have been founded.
The primary focus of the work of the Nordost-Institut [North-cast Institute], for exam-
ple, is research on the culture and history of North-eastern and Eastern Europe as well
as the various ways in which this area connects with German history, especially modern
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and contemporary history. The Nordost-Institut began its work on 1 January 2002 with
its main office in Liineburg and a department in Gottingen. A specific foundation,
which supports the Nordost-Institut, came into being in June 2001. Since March 2004 it
has been associated with the University of Hamburg. The Nordost-Institut emerged from
two previously independent institutions: the North German Cultural Institute (Instizut
Norddentsches Kulturwerk) in Liineburg and the Institute for the Study of Germany and
Eastern Europe (Institut fiir Deutschland- und Osteuropaforschung des Gottinger Arbeit-
skreises) in Géttingen. The Institute cooperates on research and teaching with the Uni-
versity of Hamburg and other universities. It conducts research projects and hosts con-
ferences, publishes scientific research in its annual journal, “Nordost-Archiv, Zeitschrift
fur Regionalgeschichte”, and in its series “Veroffentlichungen des Nordost-Instituts”, and
hosts the library Nordost-Bibliothek, a special collection of literature on North-eastern
European history. The Nordost-Institut is financed by Federal funds (the Office of the
Federal Representative for Culture and Media) as well as by third parties. Topics covered
include regional, national and state developments as well as their interpretation in the
context of wider political, economic and cultural European issues. The regional focus of
research on the history of the Germans and their Eastern neighbours and the societies of
North-eastern and Eastern Europe is mainly in the historically Prussian provinces (East
and West Prussia, Pomerania, Posen) and Poland as well as Estonia, Latvia and Lithua-
nia, also in the Soviet Union and its successor states.

What has become obvious in recent years is the continuous and intensified process of
coming to terms with the past. This was partly an intellectual endeavour resulting from
the loss of Germany’s Eastern provinces. David Blackbourn has noticed a striking paral-
lel between this process and the dissolution of the British and French colonial empires
after 1945 which also released a decade-long, painful questioning of national identi-
ties®’. Since the late 1950s, the political importance of issues like the Oder-NeifSe line
or the expulsion of ethnic Germans has decreased dramatically and has more and more
been replaced by research into Eastern and East-Central Europe as a historical subject
in its own right, no longer analyzed as a mere derivative of Germandom.

Gradually, the self-instrumentalisation of Ostforschung for political purposes has come to
an end. This older view had focused on the German factor as the single decisive force in
East European history. Furthermore, with the collapse of the Soviet bloc and the integra-
tion of the peoples living in Eastern Europe into the European Union, ‘Eastern Europe’
as the subject of the traditional version of Ostforschung has ceased to exist. What is now
on the research agenda in the new millennium is so-called Beziehungsgeschichte, the his-
tory of encounters, contacts and relations between peoples and cultures in the vast areas
of Eastern Europe. As the (fund-securing) slogan of today is cross-border cooperation
within the European Union, reflecting Europe’s fading borders, institutions like the Ger-
man Historical Institutes have sprung up in Warsaw and Moscow since the 1990s. Re-
cently the Polish Academy of Science has also opened a Centre for Historical Research
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in Berlin which in 2008 began to issue a yearbook. Not surprisingly, the content of the
first volume deals mainly with German and Polish demographic losses during and after
World War II. Another prominent aim of the new journal is to inform German scholars
about historical research in Poland, access to which is still, even increasingly, hampered
by a language barrier.

At the time of writing this chapter (autumn 2008), the Deutsch-Polnisches Jugendwerk
[German-Polish Youth Association] is inviting a limited number of German and Polish
youngsters to participate in a joint visit to “places of common culture and history in the
Ermland and Masuria” in North-eastern Poland. One aim of this sponsored journey, as
announced in the schedule for the trip, is to allow the participants to get to know the
“German contribution” to the history of the aforementioned regions. Amazingly, one
excursion is to be made to the remnants of Hitler’s 1941-1944 East Prussian headquar-

ters, the Wolfsschanze [Wolf’s Lair].

It appears to this author that in today’s Poland nearly all the taboos relating to the coun-
try’s German past have faded away. During the first years of the new millennium an
increasing number of trans-national editions of sources, handbooks, learning material
and surveys have been published. Polish historians today are no longer reluctant to ac-
knowledge the German heritage in large parts of their country: they have also begun to
use the Polish equivalent for ‘expulsion’ (wypedzenia) instead of the earlier euphemism
‘resettlement’ (wysiedlenia) when writing about the ethnic cleansing of the second half of
the 1940s. One typical example of this fresh approach to history is a four-volume edition
of documents describing the living conditions of Germans who stayed on to the east of
the Oder-Neifie line between 1945 and 1950. As the title of this publication strikingly
informs the reader, for the Germans their home country has turned into an alien land for
us. Furthermore, a new atlas illustrating all flights, expulsions and resettlements which
occurred in regard to Polish territory between 1939 and 1959 reinforces this recent his-
toriographical trend®.

The former history of East Germans in that part of Europe is now beginning to find an
appropriate place within these new cross-border research programmes. And hopefully
such perspectives may also act as a stimulus to overcoming the current crisis in ‘area
studies’ Undoubtedly, hermetically sealed-off cultures of national memories do not ac-
cord with the standards of the 21st century.
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