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Abstract 

The study of contemporary history, which was labeled Zeitgeschichte, has received an 

important status which it lacked in past German historiography. The questionable role of 

historians during the Nazi period placed an onus on them and necessitated a reassessment of 

their craft.  A major role was taken by the Institut fũr Zeitgeschichte in Munich, which was 

established in 1950. While the institute emphasized the topic of National Socialism, its 

prime objective was the collection and study of the documents of the period in the West. It is 

of great importance to review its expansion and the establishment of similar research centers 

throughout Germany until today. The research topics were also expanded and now include 

documentations dealing with the German Democratic Republic. In addition, publications are 

readily available shedding light on specific research activities. This study reviews the estab-

lished centers and available journals. In addition, it reviews the availability of the dissemina-

tion of historical data which has been conditioned by the technological revolution. Web por-

tals, archival banks and on-line catalogues are just a few of the tools available to present-day 

scholars dealing with German contemporary history. This will be examined in detail. In ad-

dition, the creation of research centers has also been established outside of Germany, for 

example in London and in the United States. The recognition of this discipline at universities 

today, as well as the dissemination of sources enabled by technology, has made Zeitges-

chichte an important scholarly, as well as a political venue, for historians. 
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German historical writing has been greatly influenced by the events which occurred 

from 1914-1945. While there have been many works dealing with the causes of  the First 

World War, its interpretation by the Hamburg historian Fritz Fischer led to a volatile contro-

versy among historians and politicians alike.1  The question of war guilt and its roots Ger-

many’s past had a tremendous impact on the accepted historical writings dealing with the 

First World War. Conservative historians attacked Fischer for placing the blame for the 

causes of the war not only on the government leadership in Germany but also on its society 

in general.2 While the Fischer controversy was well received by historians from abroad, its 

overall effects continued to be recognized as being divisive leading to a passionate discord 

colored by political beliefs among German historians.3 The Fischer controversy emerged 

again on the 100th anniversary of the outbreak of World War One. The publication of Die 

Schlafwandler  by Christopher Clark attempts to disprove Fischer’s thesis and is a good 

example of how current this controversy still is.4 

The division of Germany into the Western sectors occupied by the Americans, British 

and French, and the Eastern sector subject to the Soviets, created “two” Germanys. This was 

reflected in the advancement of philosophies of history. In the East, Marxism became the 

established interpretation of historical change.  While Communism became the basis of the 

government of the DDR, it also became the foundation of the work of East German histori-

                                                     
1 Fritz Fischer, Griff nach der Weltmacht. Die Kriegszielpolitik des Kaiserlichen Deutschland 1914/18 

(Dűsseldorf, 1961). 
2 The controversy played out in Germany’s leading newspapers. 
3 See John Moses, The politics of illusion: the Fischer controversy in German historiography (London, 

1975); Fritz Fischer, World Power or Decline; the Controversy over Germany’s Aims in the First World 

War (New York, 1974); Fritz Fischer, Der Erste Weltkrieg und das deutsche Geschichtsbild: Beiträge 

zur Bewältigung eines historischen Tabus: Aufsätze und Vorträge aus 3 Jahrzehnten (Dűsseldorf, 

1977). 
4 Christopher Clark, The Sleepwalkers. How Europe Went to War in 1914 (London, 2012). Its German 

edition was published in 2013. 
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ans.5 This development was probed in the writings of Georg G. Iggers in his works on histo-

riography.6  

On the other hand, the history of the Third Reich became the major focus of West 

German historical writings after the end of the Second World War.  The questionable role 

of historians during the Nazi period placed the onus on them and required a reassessment of 

the craft of historians.  Which historians were to be acceptable to deal with this period ob-

jectively? There was an important mission to be carried out by the Allies, especially the 

British and Americans. In order to safeguard the political developments after Germany’s 

defeat, a re-education of the public and the democratization of the defeated country could 

only be achieved by an unbiased review of Germany’s misstep into totalitarianism. This goal 

was to become a political venue and was reflected by the activities of German historians in 

the West.  At the same time, the influence by the occupying powers led to the establishment 

of a more controlled research environment in which historians worked. These developments 

could not escape the political ramifications which such directions carried. These are some of 

the questions which this essay will address. 

In Germany, the early stages of the writing of history had been formed by the progress 

which occurred in the nineteenth century capped by the introduction of what was labeled 

“scientific history” by the Prussian historian Leopold von Ranke.7 His followers continued 

to form a Rankean School of historiography and furthered the rise of historicism which be-

came fundamental to German historical writing reaching into the twentieth century. This 

philosophy of historicism was based on the belief that an understanding of historical events 

                                                     
5 See Andreas Dorpalen, German History in Marxist Perspective. The East German Approach (1985); 

Alexander Fischer and Gűnther Heydemann, eds., Geschichtswissenschaft in der DDR. 2 vols. (Berlin, 

1988-1990); Heydemann, Geschichtswissenschaft im geteilten Deutschland (Frankfurt, 1980). 
6 Georg G. Iggers, Ein anderer historischer Blick. Beispiele ostdeutscher Sozialgeschichte (Frankfurt am 

Main, 1991)7-35; see Iggers, Historiography in the Twentieth Century. From Scientific Objectivity to 

the Postmodern Challenge (Hanover and London, 1997). 
7 Iggers, ed., The Theory and Practice of History (Taylor and Francis, 1973); For further discussion on 

Ranke, see  Iggers, and James M. Powell, eds. Leopold von Ranke and the Shaping of the Historical 

Discipline (Syracuse, N.Y., 1990). 
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had to be determined by an understanding of people and cultures.8  Never quite void of 

political implications even in Ranke’s works, the writing of history continued to be affected 

by the perception of causality during the two World Wars.  

Hans-Ulrich Wehler explained that development of Nazism was caused by the special 

historic path taken by Germany called the Sonderweg.9 His critical revisionist view of the 

Bismarckian Empire created a considerable stir when it was published.10 Hans Mommsen, a 

liberal German historian together with his brother Wolfgang Mommsen, supported his view 

by interpreting Germany’s social, cultural and political history of the 19th century as the ba-

sis for the rise of Nazi Germany.11 

Due to the collapse of the democratic initiatives of the Weimar Republic, the rise of 

fascism tried to restore the old order and prevent the rise of democracy.12 The end of World 

War II destroyed the independence of Germany as a balance between East and West. The 

resulting creation of two German states with opposing political and economic systems 

greatly affected German historical writing.13 Gerhard Ritter, one of the leading voices in 

German historical circles, remarked: 

“Germany is a defeated, heavily mutilated country; one might almost say a country cut 

into four segments. A country, powerless, without a common voice, almost a no man’s land 

between the power spheres of two world powers threatening each other with extinction”.14 

                                                     
8 Iggers, New Directions in European Historiography (Middletown, Connecticut, 1975), 22-24. 
9 Hans-Ulrich Wehler, The German Empire, 1871-1918 (1997). 
10 Ibid. 
11 Wolfgang J. Mommsen, The return to the Western Tradition : German Historiography since 1945 

(Washington, D.C., 1991)5-21; 1, 6. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid., 6. 
14 Gerhard Ritter, ““Gegenwärtige Lage und Zukunftsaufgaben deutscher Geschichtswissenschaft””. 

Erőffnungsvortrag des 20. Deutschen Historikertages in Műnchen am 12. September 1949,” Histor-

ische Zeitschrift 170 (1950), 15. For further information regarding Ritter see Christoph Cornelissen, 

Gerhard Ritter. Geschichtswissenschaft und Politik im 20. Jahrhundert (Dűsseldorf, 2001); Andreas 

Dorpalen, “Historiography as History: The Work of Gerhard Ritter”, The Journal of Modern History, 

34 (1962), 1-18; Dorpalen, “Gerhard Ritter”, Deutsche Historiker, edited by Hans-Ulrich Wehler (G
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The year “Zero”, “the end of German history” and the “German catastrophe” were only 

some of the perceptions that World War II had led to an end of German history.15 Initially 

some of the older established historians believed that there was a need for a new start in the 

writing of German history.16 According to Wolfgang Mommsen, “a fundamental reorienta-

tion of German historiography took place during the four decades following the war” reach-

ing its zenith with the fall of Communism.17 The important questions which historians had 

to address were the period of Nazism and what had led to the Holocaust. They pondered 

whether lessons can be derived from these happenings and how can such events be avoided 

in the future?  

Had German historians been culpable in the development of philosophies of the Ger-

man past which inevitably led to the course of German history culminating in the rise of the 

atrocities of the Nazi regime?18 German historians viewed these histories as deviations of 

the national character and felt that a deep break in the national tradition had occurred. Many 

historians refused to view Nazism as an outgrowth of the heritage of German conserva-

tism.19 This scholarly narrative was not devoid of its political implications. It underscored 

the direction taken after the Second World War by the Allied policies of the de-nazification 

of Germany and the re-education of the public along democratic lines. Historical studies 

were focused on issues raised by recent happenings which affected the lives of Germans. 

Zeitgeschichte (the study of contemporary history) received an important status which it had 

                                                                                                                                                

őttingen, 1973); Eberhard Jäckel, “Gerhard Ritter, Historiker in seiner Zeit”, Geschichte in Wissen-

schaft und Unterricht, 16 (1967). 
15 See Geoffrey J. Giles, ed., Stunde Null: the end and the beginning fifty years ago (Washington, D.C., 

1997); Alfred Weber, Abschied von der Geschichte (Hamburg, 1946); Friedrich  Meinecke, The Ger-

man Catastrophe (Wiesbaden, 1947) ; Alexander Abusch, Der Irrweg einer Nation. Ein Beitrag zum 

Verständnis deutscher Geschichte (Berlin, 1946); Helmut Heimpel, Kapitulation vor der Geschichte (G

őttingen, 1956); Alfred Heuss, Verlust der Geschichte (Gőttingen, 1959). 
16 Wolfgang J. Mommsen, The return to the Western Tradition, 10. 
17 Ibid, 8. 
18 A.J.P. Taylor, The Course of German History (New York, 1946). 
19 See the writings of Meinecke and Gerhard Ritter. 
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lacked in past German historiography.20 The task of the historian was to define his role in 

the period of post-reconstruction. After the end of the Second World War, the issues which 

had to be resolved closely bound historical scholarly direction with the need to restructure 

the German political landscape.  

Traditionally the study of history was limited to the historical narratives produced by 

established historians at universities. Examining the agenda of the German Historikertag 

(the Twentieth Meeting of German Historians) in the fall of 1949, traditional subjects of 

historical inquiry were predominant. They ranged from studies of ancient times to the nine-

teenth century. Only marginal attention was given to current subjects.21 However, this 

changed during the post-World War II period. In Germany, the establishment of research 

institutions devoted to the study of contemporary history in Germany became a dominant 

feature of the direction which the work of historians was to take. One of the first develop-

ments was the creation of an institute devoted to the study of National Socialism, its causes 

and consequences.22 According to Horst Mőller, a former director of the institute, its origins 

were of a political nature.23 Financed by the Länder in the American zone of occupation, 

the Institut fűr Erforschung des Nationalsozialismus, later known as the Institut fűr Zeitges-

                                                     
20 Hans Rothfels, “Zeitgeschichte als Aufgabe,” Vierteljahrshefte fűr Zeitgeschichte, 1 (1953), 1-8. 
21 “20. Versammlung deutscher Historiker in Műnchen, 12.-15. September, 1949,” Historische Zeitschrift, 

CLXIX (1949), 668-670. 
22 John Gimbel, “The Origins of the Institut fűr Zeitgeschichte”: Scholarship, Politics, and the American 

Occupation, 1945-1949”, The American Historical Review, LXX (April 1965), 714-731, Gimbel’s re-

search is based on the following sources: The minutes of the meetings planning the establishment of 

the Institut on deposit in the Staatskanzlei and the Staatsarchiv of Hessen, Wiesbaden, the Bundesarchiv 

of the Federal Republic of Germany, Koblenz, the Institut fűr Zeitgeschichte, Munich, and the Bavarian 

Ministry of Education and Culture, Munich; Helmut Krausnick, “Zur Arbeit des Instituts fűr Zeitges-

chichte,”Geschichte in Wissenschaft und Unterricht, 19. Jahrgang (February 19, 1968) 90-96; Paul 

Kluke, “Das Institut fűr Zeitgeschichte in Műnchen”, Schweizer Beiträge zur Allgemeinen Geschichte, 

XII (1954), 238-244; Mőller, Horst and Wengst, Udo, editors, 50 Jahre Insitut fűr Zeitgeschichte. Eine 

Bilanz (Műnchen, 1999); Mőller and Wengst, 60 Jahre Institut fűr Zeitgeschichte Műnchen – Berlin. 

Geschichte-Verőffentlichungen-Personalien (Műnchen, 2009). 
23 German Institutes of Contemporary History: Interviews with the Directors”, Bulletin of the German 

Historical Institute or BGHI (Washington, D.C., 2006), Issue 38, 59. 
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chichte (Institute of Contemporary History) was formally established in 1950 in Munich.24 

Even though the institute was proposed in 1946, financial difficulties during the immediate 

post-war period delayed its establishment.25 In addition, a shift in American policy from a 

punitive program to an abandonment of de-nazification in 1948 allowed Germans more 

freedom in conducting their internal affairs, thus lessening the urgency of establishing a his-

torical institute aimed at the scholarly re-education of the public.26  

The Institut fűr Zeitgeschichte was the oldest institute in Germany devoted to the study 

of contemporary history. During the pre-war periods, this study did not have an established 

position in academic circles and even in the earlier periods following the Second World War, 

university chairs were devoted to more traditional research themes than contemporary ones. 

However, the need to come to terms with the history of the Nazi period and the horrors of 

the Holocaust necessitated a more defined research direction which was provided initially by 

the institute in Munich and subsequently by other institutions.27 In addition, the political 

implications of continuing the traditional research agenda as practiced by earlier conserva-

tive historians, who were viewed as having been partially culpable for the rise of the Nazi 

ideology, would have been detrimental in carrying out the planned programs of 

de-nazification by the Allies.28 

The purpose of the Institut fűr Zeitgeschichte in Munich was primarily to collect and 

                                                     
24 Hellmuth Auerbach, “Die Grűndung des Instituts fűr Zeitgeschichte,” Vierteljahrshefte fűr Zeitges-

chichte, vol. 18 (1970) 529-558, 549-554. 
25 Karl-Heinz Janssen, “Ein Institut in Nőten”, Die Zeit, Nr. 11 (March 15, 1968). Besides the need for 

funds and research materials, Janssen also sees the delay being caused by disagreements between poli-

ticians and scholars over the organization and tasks of the Institut. Horst Mőller, “Das Institut fűr Zeit-

geschichte und die Entwicklung der Zeitgeschichtsschreibung in Deutschland” in Mőller and Wengst, 

50 Jahre Institut, 1-68, 11. 
26 Gimbel, “Origins of the Institut fűr Zeitgeschichte”, The American Historical Review, LXX (April 1965), 

714-731. 
27 Mit dem pathos der Nűchternheit: Martin Broszat, das Institut fűr Zeitgeschichte und die Erforschung 

des Nationalsozialismus (Cambridge, 1991). 
28 Wilhelm Stäglich: Institut fűr Zeitgeschichte (Munich, Germany), Historiker oder Propagandisten? 

Studie űber eine Verőffenlichung des Instituts fűr Zeitgeschichte (Mohrkirch, 1977). 



 

 

 

 

 Zdenka Gredel-Manuele 興大人文學報第五十八期 

180 

research materials dealing with the Third Reich and to find answers for the rise of National 

Socialism. 29  It was according to Mőller a fundamental “historical-moral and politi-

cal-didactic project”.30 However, its work could not be devoid of the scholarship which was 

needed from the beginning. In the 1950s, the central focus of the institute’s work was Na-

tional Socialism. Initially this was limited to essays which were criticized as being too su-

perficial in depth, scope and speed of production. West German politicians, including Chan-

cellor Konrad Adenauer, questioned this and expressed the need for a quicker politi-

cal-didactic resolution.31 

The institute views the focus of Zeitgeschichte as the history of the period of the First 

World War and later. Mőller states that “At the center of our Institute’s work is German his-

tory in a European context.”32 While National Socialism was the center of its research in the 

early years, the release of documents made its research program more viable during the 

1950s and the subsequent decades.33  Mőller illustrates this by citing comparative projects 

dealing with society, culture and politics in Germany and other European countries. An im-

portant addition was the inclusion of the history of the Soviet Zone of Occupation and the 

German Democratic Republic. While various historical methods were applied to these pro-

jects, emphasis was placed on social and political history.34  During the early 2000’s per-

haps only 30 to 35 percent of research was devoted to National Socialism.35  An indication 

                                                     
29 Nicolas Berg, The invention of “functionalism”: Josef Wulf, Martin Brozat and the Institute for Con-

temporary History (Munich) in the 1960s (Jerusalem, 2003); Institut fűr Zeitgeschichte (Munich, Ger-

many), Institut fűr Zeitgeschichte: Selbstverständnis, Aufgaben und Methoden der Zeitgeschichte: 

Chronik, Bibliothek, Archiv, Publikationen, Personalia (Munich, 1979). 
30 BGHI, 60. 
31 BGHI. 60. 
32 BGHI.,60. 
33 Institut fűr Zeitgeschichte (Munich, Germany), “25 Jahre Institut fűr Zeitgeschichte ”(Stuttgart, 1975). 
34 Hans-Peter Schwarz, “Warum eine Festschrift? Einfűhrende Űberlegungen des Beiratsvorsitzenden”, 

XV-XXV, in Mőller and Wengst, 50 Jahre Institut. Schwarz discusses the importance given in Germany 

to contemporary history. He claims that in no other country has it been such an integral part of political 

discourse as in the German Federal Republic. “In der Tat gibt es kein europäisches Land mit einer so 

vertrackten Zeitgeschichte wie Deutschland”, XVI. 
35 BGHI., 60-61. 
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of the scope of topics with which the institute was dealing with became evident by examin-

ing its foremost quarterly journal, The Vierteljahrshefte fűr Zeitgeschichte (VfZG), Germa-

ny’s leading journal in contemporary history.36  Its present editor-in-chief is Andreas 

Wirsching who also serves as director of the institute.  Because of the size of the institute, 

which includes over one hundred employees and forty scholars, and its archive37 and library, 

this institution has a vast research capacity. The library is one of the leading archives for 

contemporary history.38  

The institute is much larger than other research institutions. It has produced thousands 

of formal expert opinions (Gutachten)39, especially those for the Auschwitz trial.40 It houses 

the White Rose resistance group collection, the OMGUS files dealing with the American 

occupation of Germany,41 and the complete files on the Nuremberg Trials. It should be not-

ed that its entire catalogue was digitalized and is produced on line.42  

In the 1990s, the institute established two departments in Berlin: In 1994 a branch 

opened in Potsdam whose focus of research is the history of the German Democratic Repub-

                                                     
36 Hermann Graml and Hans Woller, “ Fűnfzig Jahre Vierteljahrshefte fűr Zeitgeschichte 1953-2003,” 

Vierteljahrshefte fűr Zeitgeschichte. Jahrgang 19 (January 2003), 51-87; Hans Maier, “Die Viertel-

jahrshefte fűr Zeitgeschichte” in Mőller and Wengst, 50 Jahre Institut, 169-180. 
37 Werner Rőder Hermann Weiss and Klaus A. Lankheit, “Das Archiv des Instituts fűr Zeitgeschichte” in 

Mőller and Wengst, 50 Jahre Institut, 105-126. 
38 Christoph Weisz and Ingrid Baass, “Die Bibliothek des Instituts fűr Zeitgeschichte” in Mőller and 

Wengst, 50 Jahre Institut, 87-104;  Mőller, “Das Institut fűr Zeitgeschichte 1949-2009” in Mőller 

and Wengst, 60. Jahre Institut fűr Zeitgeschichte, 84. 
39 “Anatomie des SS-Staates” Gutachten des Instituts fűr Zeitgeschichte, vol. 1 (Műnchen, 1958) and vol. 

2 (Stuttgart, 1966); Mőller, “Das Institut fűr Zeitgeschichte 1949-2009” in Mőller and Wengst, 60 Jahre 

Institut fur Zeitgeschichte, 10-15. 
40 Sybille Steinbacher, “Darstellungen und Quellen zur Geschichte von Auschwitz” in Mőller and Wengst, 

50 Jahre Institut,265-280; Horst Mőller, “Das Institut fűr Zeitgeschichte und die Entwicklung der Zeit-

geschichtsschreibung in Deutschland” in Mőller and Wengst, 50 Jahre Institut, 1-68, 4. 
41 Hermann Weiss, “Das OMGUS-Projekt. Ein Erfahrungsbericht űber die Verfilmung der Akten der 

amerikanischen Militärregierung in Deutschland” in Mőller and Wengst, 50 Jahre Institut, 397-408. 
42 BGHI, 61-62. 
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lic (GDR).43 In 1996 it relocated to Berlin-Lichterfelde.  In 1990, the branch Abteilung des 

IfZ im Auswärtigen Amt (IfZ Department in the Foreign Office) opened focusing on Ger-

man foreign and international policy. Its publications are based on documents from the 

German Foreign Office.  At first this branch was located in Bonn and since 2000 is in Ber-

lin.44  

The institute also established a museum named the Dokumentationszentrum Obersalz-

berg (Obersalzberg Center of Documentation) in 1999. It is located on the Obersalzberg near 

Berchtesgaden. It is a contemporary history site, commissioned by the Bavarian State Min-

istry of Finance.  It is designed to house a permanent exhibit dealing with the Nazi period 

and specifically the construction of Hitler’s residence at the Berghof.45  

Although the institute was a central organ to the study of Zeitgeschichte, the 1970s 

witness the extension of research activities to other institutions.46 Concurrently, there was a 

noticeable change which led to the establishment of university chairs in contemporary histo-

ry.47 This was not only an indication of the availability of contemporary archival materials 

but also of  the  expansion of accepted research by historians, thus elevating contemporary 

history to an accepted and legitimate subject of historical inquiry.  

In 1960, the Forschungsstelle fűr Zeitgeschichte (FZH) was established in Hamburg.48  

This institute is devoted to the research of 20th century history with special emphasis on 

northern Germany and Hamburg. The difficulties surrounding the establishment of the For-

                                                     
43 Hellmuth Auerbach, Hermann Weiss, and Udo Wengst, “Institutschronik” in Mőller and Wengst, 60 

Jahre Institut,  123. 
44 Mőller, “Das Institut fűr Zeitgeschichte” in Mőller and Wengst, 50 Jahre Institut, 53; Rainer A. Blasius, 

“Der ehrenvolle Auftrag des Auswärtigen Amts: AAPD. Vorgeschichte und Anfänge eines edito-

rischen Grossunternehmens und der Aussenstelle in Bonn” 127-144 in Mőller and Wengst, 50 Jahre In-

stitut; Hartmut Mehringer, “Zur Erstehung der Aussenstelle Berlin” 145-158 in Mőller and Wengst, 50 

Jahre Institut.. 
45 obersalzberg.de; Volker Dahm, “Obersalzberg, Orts-und Zeitgeschichte. Eine ständige Dokumentation 

des Instituts fűr Zeitgeschichte in Berchtesgaden” 159-168 in Mőller and Wengst, 50 Jahre Institut. 
46 Mőller, “Das Institut fűr Zeitgeschichte” in Mőller and Wengst, 50 Jahre Institut, 67. 
47 Ibid., 44; BGHI, 61. 
48 Zeitgeschichte-hamburg.de; BGHI, 62. 
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schungsstelle were manifold. The publication of a book about the end of the Second World 

War and the peaceful surrender of Hamburg amounted to a glorification of the Nazi governor, 

leading to a public scandal which ultimately led to the creation of a small research institute 

in 1949 which focused on the history of Hamburg from 1933-1945. In contrast to the Mu-

nich Institut fur Zeitgeschichte, FZH was more limited in research scope emphasizing the 

history of Hamburg.  Due to internal problems, the research center was diminished in its 

role in the mid-1950s.49 According to its director, Axel Schildt, it was not until 1960 that the 

Forschungsstelle fűr die Geschichte des Nationalsozialismus was founded in Hamburg. He 

states: 

the Hamburg institute had a strong reputation, especially regarding research on the 

origins of National Socialism.  The institute became known as the “little brother” of 

the Munich Instiut fűr Zeitgeschichte, and was renowned for its book series “Ham-

burger Beiträge zur Zeitgeschichte,” published from the beginning of the 1960s.50  

In the mid-1980s, due to conflicts resulting from criticism by younger Hamburg histo-

rians regarding the claim that the role of the city of Hamburg was not pivotal in the rise of 

Nazism, the focus of the institute changed. While it had emphasized the history of National 

Socialism, its new title explained its major aim being Forschungsstelle fűr Zeitgeschichte in 

Hamburg. As described by its name, the focus became the city of Hamburg and its role dur-

ing the Third Reich. Since 1997, the FZH was no longer a municipal agency but a founda-

tion financed primarily by the city of Hamburg. Also since 2000 it is an institute of the Uni-

versity of Hamburg. Important information regarding its scholarly research can be found in 

the book Hamburg im “Dritten Reich”. Schildt points out that the most important thing that 

FZH has to serve is not only the scholarly but also the urban community.51  

In 1984 another institute was founded in Hamburg. The HIS, or Hamburger Institut fur 

Sozialforschung had a small beginning. Its original purpose was to fund research projects. Its 

                                                     
49 BGHI, 62-63. 
50 BGHI, 63. 
51 BGHI, 63-64. 
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director was Jan Philipp Reemtsma who had envisioned that the institute would develop a 

research network and bring together various projects.52 However, it was soon evident that 

this objective was not achieved and therefore it was proposed that it would develop into a 

more genuine research institution. At the same time it was concluded that it would focus on 

subjects who would not necessarily be of a specific nature but rather they would be spurred 

on by interests such as in the theory and history of violence.53  This research agenda be-

came all inclusive, encompassing the Americas, Europe and the Third World.54 The three 

research units of the HIS are: Theory and History of Violence, The Society of the Federal 

Republic of Germany, and Nation and Society.55 According to Reemtsma, the institute dis-

tinguishes itself from other institutions “because it addresses not only questions of contem-

porary history but questions from the discipline of sociology as well.” Also he points out that 

Germans take it for granted that such institutions receive funding from the state and not 

solely from private institutions.56 

In 1992, the Forschungsschwerpunkt Zeithistorische Studien was established in Pots-

dam as an interdisciplinary institute devoted to the research of German and European con-

temporary history. In 1996, it was renamed the Zentrum fűr Zeithistorische Forschung 

(ZZF). It was a continuation of the Max Planck Social Research program on Contemporary 

History.57 Later it was financed by Brandenburg and presently it is a member of the Leib-

niz-Gemeinschaft (WGL).58  Its past directors were Jűrgen Kocka, Christopher Riessman 

and Konrad Jarausch. The present directors are Martin Sabrow and Frank Bősch. According 

to historian Jarausch who had served as co-director of the ZZF in 1994 and on, the institute 

was a “product of German unification.”59  One of its prospects was to “pick up some of the 

                                                     
52 BGHI, 64-65. 
53 BGHI, 65. 
54 BGHI, 65-66. 
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58 Ibid. 
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positively evaluated members of the East German Academy of Sciences.” 60 He also con-

tends that collaboration between East and West scholars had positive results resulting in a 

dialogue based on personal experiences and thus “challenging the judgments on contempo-

rary history”.61 One of the major problems for the ZZF was how to portray the victims of 

communist dictatorship in the GDR and avoid the communist-bashing of the post-war peri-

od in the West. Since politics was such an integral part of the East German experience, the 

ZZF had to develop a balanced German historical picture based on East-West experiences. 62  

In regard to historical writing, Jarausch asserts that it was necessary to review the be-

havior of historians in the GDR. This resulted in writings dealing with the history of histori-

ography.63 Another aspect which received attention was the shift from social history to 

more cultural approaches as well as the inclusion of the history of Soviet satellites in East 

Central Europe.64  Finally, Jarausch maintains that at first 

“we specialize in GDR history broadly construed and in the time period after 

1945….Second, the ZZF has developed an intellectual style of its own that is the result of a 

special cluster of traits: a pluralism of methodological approaches; a self-reflectiveness con-

cerning historiographical questions; a comparative approach to other dictatorships; and fi-

nally an openness to new forms of communication, such as cooperating with the H-Soz-Kult 

develop the Clio Online and Zeitgeschichte Online web portals and other websites”.65 

In 1993, the Hannah-Arendt-Institut fűr Totaliarismusforschung was founded in Dres-

den.66 Gerhard Besier has served as its director since 2003. He is also professor of totalitar-

ian research at the University of Dresden and has authored numerous books. According to 

him, the institute is tied to the state of Saxony and therefore is more political than it would 

                                                     
60 BGHI.,68. 
61 BGHI.68. 
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64 BGHI, 70. 
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be if it was a university institute. The institute is not primarily dedicated to contemporary 

history but its direction of research is devoted more towards social history and has an inter-

disciplinary focus.  Similar to the HIS, the work of the Hannah-Arendt-Institut is carried 

out not only by historians but also by political scientists, philosophers, literary scholars and 

sociologists. 67  

One can conclude from the objectives of these numerous research institutions that the 

need for a reassessment of the history of Germany is continually taking place. This may also 

be evident by the overabundance of existing archival materials which had been made availa-

ble as a result of German reunification.68 The issue which has to be addressed is the scope 

which contemporary history has taken. This leads to continuous debates over the definition 

of Zeitgeschichte, its methodology, value and role during the modern era.  

Konrad Jarausch believes that there exist different concepts of Zeitgeschichte. The old-

er version of contemporary history was the period until 1945 and included the period from 

the end of World War One until the fall of the Third Reich. Until the 1970s this was viewed 

as Zeitgeschichte.69 The fall of communism and German unification created a neuere Zeit-

geschichte which expanded research possibilities into the 1980s and the 1990s.70  

The Max Weber Foundation – (German Humanities Institutes Abroad) has played an 

important role in supporting institutions devoted to the study of German history. It is funded 

by the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) and has become the 

main funding agency for these types of institutes. The Prussian government founded the In-

stituto Storico Germanico in Rome over a hundred years ago. At that time, its direction was 

driven by the opening of the Vatican archives and not by any current events. In 1958, the 

Institut Historique Allemand was opened in Paris, followed by the German Historical Insti-

tute in London (GHIL) in 1976. Supported by the Max Weber Stiftung, numerous other re-
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search institutions were founded in Moscow (2005), in Warsaw (1993), as well as in Bei-

rut/Istanbul – Institute for Oriental Studies (1961) and the German Institute for Japanese 

Studies (1986) in Tokyo.71  

One development which is important is the relationship between German and Ameri-

can historians. This is illustrated by the creation of the Historical Institute in Washington, 

D.C. which forms a significant basis for intellectual exchange. It serves as a link for Ameri-

can and European scholars and emphasizes international historical and interdisciplinary re-

search. Its projects are diverse and branch out into areas such as politics, economics, law, 

environment, culture, science among other topics. In his review of German historiography 

since 1945, Wolfgang J. Mommsen addresses the establishment of the German Historical 

Institute in Washington, D.C. He argues that the improved relationship between German and 

American historians calls for a continuous renewal of this development.72  

The emphasis of the institute is placed on German history sources housed in its library. 

It was established in 1987 as an independent non-profit foundation.  Since 2002, the GHI 

has been part of the Max Weber Foundation: German Humanities Institute Abroad. Much of 

its funding comes from the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research.73   

The work of the GHI includes the support of advanced historical research, the organi-

zation of international scholarly conferences, public lectures seminars for junior scholars and 

fellowship awards. It also publishes a journal and several book series.74  The bi-annual 

Bulletin of the GHI consists of articles and conference reports which illustrate the research 

activities and scholarly programs of the institute. The Bulletin Supplements of the GHI are 

published once a year and contain thematic articles. Both can be accessed and downloaded 

via the GHI website.75  

In 1976, the German Historical Institute London was officially opened. According to 
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its general information it is “an independent academic institution to promote research con-

centrating on the comparative history of Germany and Great Britain, the history of the Brit-

ish Empire and Commonwealth and on Anglo-German relations”. In 2002 it became part of 

the Max Weber Foundation. 76   

The GHIL has been at the forefront in facilitating contact between British and German 

historians sharing information regarding research and developing methodologies. Between 

1978 and 1985, the director of the institute was Wolfgang J. Mommsen renowned for his 

work on Max Weber.77 He facilitated a high level of productivity of the organization as well 

as a successful rapprochement between West German and East German historians. 

The present technological revolution has had a profound effect on the ways that histor-

ical information has been disseminated. The skill to access archival materials has been 

transformed by the Internet and has augmented scholarly research. This progress has been 

one of the significant outcomes of the work of research institutes. Especially in the study of 

contemporary history, the expanded methodology has had significant results. While there 

exist many Internet sources on diverse historical topics as well as the digitalization of collec-

tions housed in libraries and archives, the study of contemporary history has lend itself to a 

wide range of resources. Partly this is an outgrowth of the progress made in historical schol-

arship, and partly it is due to its timely and pragmatic nature. At the same time the accessi-

bility of information which had not been available as a consequence of two world wars, lim-

ited the research scope of scholarly activity. The end of the Cold War and German reunifica-

tion opened up archives which previously had been inaccessible to the scholarly community 

in the West. This in turn expanded the scope of research activity.  

The ability to incorporate the holdings of archives of the DDR, the agenda of research 

institutions expanded and was aided by technological dissemination of historical information. 

Important portals were developed by some of the aforementioned research institutes. In 
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January 1999, the Institut fűr Zeitgeschichte  received its Internet and e-mail connection. 

Now the institute can be reached through its website. The holdings of its library, which are 

around 227,000 with heavy emphasis on National Socialism and the Third Reich can be ac-

cessed through the Online-Katalog. The Archivdatenbank is also available online.78 One of 

the most useful tools which indicate the range of research supported by the institute is its 

journal Vierteljahrshefte fűr Zeitgeschichte. Its accessibility has been eased by the access to 

its digital holdings online.  This enables the scholar to use the entire index and to download 

the journals from 1953 to 2014. A bibliography of contemporary history spanning the history 

of the 20th century appeared in the journal from 1953 to 1988 and since then as a yearly ap-

pendix. 79 

According to its website, the H-Soz-u-Kult80 is a specialist forum which moderates 

information and communication for historians and publishes multiple scientific news and 

publications on the internet. 81 For many years it was funded by the German Research 

Foundation (DFG).  Its central office is located in the Department of History of the Hum-

boldt University in Berlin.82  

ZZF in cooperation with H-Soz-Kult has developed among others Clio-online and the 

Zeitgeschichte-online web portals.  

Clio-online is a “central Internet gateway for historical scholarship in teaching and re-

search…..the gateway enables efficient access to the diverse range of historical online re-

sources available to scholars and teachers within the field of history.”83 It has been spon-

sored from 2002 by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG) in partnership with the 

following: the Bavarian State Library, Berlin-Brandenburg Academy of Sciences, Bibliothek 

fűr Bildungsgeschichtliche Forschung, Center for Contemporary Historical Research Pots-
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dam, Gottingen State and University Library, Humboldt University of Berlin, H-Soz-u-Kult, 

the State Library in Berlin and Prussian Cultural Foundation.84 It is also a partner of H-Net, 

vascoda and Netzwerk Internetressourcen Geschichte. Clio-online maintains a Web Direc-

tory which lists research projects, institutions, catalogs, resources, reference guides and the-

matic gateways. Its Institutional Directory is a listing of academies, archives, governmental, 

libraries, photographs and film preservation. In addition it provides a directory of scholars of 

historical sciences.85  

Zeitgeschichte-online is on the Internet since 2004 and is primarily designed for histo-

rians dealing with contemporary history, students of humanities as well as the general public. 

It reviews the developments of research and public debates on contemporary issues. Fur-

thermore it observes contemporary themes in media, films and exhibits making their agenda 

quite complex. Its governance is comprised of a number of scholars from the ZZF and the 

Humboldt University in Berlin as well as scientists from universities as well as research in-

stitutions and the public sector.86  

The interrelationship between German historians and the political developments in a 

united Germany have played out in the German press as well as abroad. In 1986, Ernst Nolte, 

a conservative academic noted for his works on fascism,87 wrote a piece for the conserva-

tive daily the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung. Entitled “Vergangenheit, die nicht vergehen 

will” started an intellectual and political controversy in the 1980s which pitted conservative 

against liberal historians and which played out in the press.88 Focused on the conflicting 

historical interpretations about how to construe the crimes of Nazi Germany it resulted in the 

Historikerstreit (the historians’ dispute).  

While the 1960’s were dominated by the Fischer controversy and the 1980s by the 
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Nolte dispute, the 1990s focused on the publication of Daniel Jonah Goldhagen’s Hitler’s 

Willing Executioners: ordinary Germans and the Holocaust. This book prompted a lively 

debate which at times became fierce often conditioned by political opinions. At the same 

time it spurred on another wave of historical revisionism.89 This resulted in a continued 

Historikerstreit.90 Evaluation of the interpretation about German participation resulting in 

the Holocaust spanned the gamut from liberal-left wing interpretations to conservative 

right-wing views and spilled over into scholarly arenas abroad as well.91  Its foundation 

was the perspective originating from interest in the more recent past. It was not only an ex-

ercise in writing Erinnerungsliteratur (memory literarture), but it also was legitimized by 

the practice of Zeitgeschichte.92 Since the ramifications of the Holocaust and the activities 

of Hitler and his henchmen are still felt to this day, the public interest in the historical narra-

tive dealing with topics of the Third Reich continued to be intense. This has also had politi-

cal ramifications in Germany and abroad. The recognition of contemporary history as a 

scholarly discipline at universities and historical institutions as well as the results of the 

availability of sources aided by the technological revolution has been of great assistance to 

historians dealing with Zeitgeschichte. Consequently these developments have altered the 

substance and the present exercise of historical writings while still maintaining a political 

bent. 
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德國當代史的政治學與歷史學者的研究策略 

Zdenka Gredel-Manuele
*
 

摘 要 

過去在德國歷史學當中未受重視的當代史研究（Zeitgeschichte）如今已獲得重要

地位。納粹時期歷史學者的爭議性角色使得德國當代史學者身負重任，並產生重新評

估歷史學者技藝的必要性。主要擔負此一任務的，是 1950 年便已在慕尼黑創設的當

代史研究所（Institut fũr Zeitgeschichte）。該中心主要關注納粹國家社會主義（National 

Socialism），以蒐集與研究該時期相關西方文獻為目標。我們有必要針對該研究中心

的擴張、其他類似的研究中心在德國各地的創設，進行一個整體的回顧。德國當代史

的研究主題也不斷擴展，如今含括東德的研究。此外，也出現不少探討特定研究活動

的研究著作。本文審視德國當代史相關研究中心與學術期刊，並回顧科技革命影響下

史料的流通與取得狀況。網路數位平台、檔案庫與線上目錄等等，都成為今日研究德

國當代史的學者可資利用的工具，本文將詳盡討論。此外，在英國倫敦、美國等德國

以外的地方，也成立了相關的研究中心。大學對於德國當代史學科領域的認可、科技

帶來的資源流通，使得德國當代史成為歷史學者的學術與政治活動的場域。 

關鍵詞：德國歷史學、當代史、科技與研究、歷史學者的工具 
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