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Cornell-Humboldt Conference:
New Directions in Postwar Conservative Thought

 The panel called 
“Education and the Univer-
sity,” moderated by Profes-
sor Anette Schwarz, inau-
gurated the conference on 
“New Directions in Post-
war Conservative Thought 
– A German-American Dia-
logue,” which took place on 
the fi rst weekend in October 
at the A.D. White House.

 Cornell Profes-
sor Davydd Greenwood’s 
talk “Pseudo-Conservatism 

and Pseudo-Liberalism in 
American Higher Educa-
tion since 1945: Contem-
porary Neo-Liberalism and 
the New Public Manage-
ment” stressed the dangers 
surrounding public higher 
education today and em-
phasized the way in which 
neoliberalism supports 
current right-wing elitism.  
His presentation criticized 
former policy designs that 
blended pseudo-conserva-
tism and pseudo-liberalism 

in higher education policy.  
After recalling the tenden-
cies present in the liberals’ 
agenda to set the access 
to higher education at the 
forefront in the name of an 
ideological project of bet-
ter democracy, Greenwood 
compared these tendencies 
with the neoliberals’ belief 
in the free market and their 
promise to combat social 
stratifi cation by providing 
access to public higher ed-
ucation. Current university 
marketing strategies do not 
rely on either genuine left or 
right ideologies, but rather 
on a technology of account-
ability that is neoliberal 
through and through. 
(Arina Rotaru and Davydd 
Greenwood)
 In his “Back to In-
nocence: Conservative Re-
constructions of Children’s 
and Young Adult Litera-
ture in Postwar West Ger-
many,” Rüdiger Steinlein, 
an expert on children’s and 
youth literature at Hum-
boldt University, discussed 
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how conservative thought relying 
on an abstract moral discourse tried 
to address and heal the spiritual and 
mental devastation of Germany after 
1945. Conservatives pleaded for a 
return to the Christian roots of West-
ern civilization, the general purifi ca-
tion of lifestyle, and the adoption of 
a traditional family model. Through 
its focus on socialization, populism, 
parenting, and schooling, conserva-
tive thought displayed, as Steinlein 
showed, numerous overlap-
ping moments with National-
ist thought. Although German 
literature after 1945 claimed 
to purge German literature of 
National Socialist elements 
and reclaim traditions from 
pre-Nazi times, it was precise-
ly in its emphasis on commu-
nity and a morally triggered 
anti-Modernism that the two 
movements intersected. He-
roes from children’s books 
and children’s literature in the 
1950s refl ect this tendency of 
conservative pedagogy that 
draws on anachronistic values 
and a pastoral morality, which 
would last until the early 1960s 
and would change under the impact 
of a gradual Americanization.

 Peter Gilgen’s talk, “Al-
lan Bloom’s Plato,” focused on the 
intellectual exchange between Leo 
Strauss and his former student, Al-
lan Bloom, and showed how they 
dialogued in a veiled or explicit 
manner with political philosophy, 
liberal democracy, and conservative 
values. Gilgen (Cornell University) 
chose to focus on Plato and Plato’s 
major character, Socrates, as fi g-
ures able to mediate and refl ect the 
dialogue between the two educators 
Strauss and Bloom, a dialogue that 
continued long after Strauss’ death 

in 1973 and ended with Bloom’s 
gradual departure from the esoteric 
tenets of his former mentor. While 
Bloom’s landmark book The Clos-
ing of the American Mind was still 
consistent with Straussian val-
ues, by 1987 Bloom’s fi lial piety 
to Strauss seemed to have abated, 
as he engaged in the indictment of 
the American higher education and 
chose to return, with an analysis of 
Plato’s Symposium, to his earlier 

preoccupations with Plato’s work, 
revising his interpretation of Plato. 
Love and Friendship, Bloom’s last 
work, served as a platform for the 
formulation of a critique of mod-
ern nihilism. Written in part as an 
answer to the Cornell student rebel-
lions of the late 60s, Bloom’s last 
work performs a moralizing analy-
sis that goes beyond Strauss’ philos-
ophy as it places love beyond justice 
while letting Socrates converse with 
the poets. 
(Arina Rotaru)

 The second panel, with the 
theme of Political and Social The-
ory, opened with a presentation by 

Stephen Brockmann (Carnegie 
Mellon University), titled “James 
Burnham and Postwar German 
Conservative Thought.” Brockmann 
presented a thesis about the legacy 
of James Burnham, considered one 
of the fathers of the American con-
servative movement after the New 
Deal. One of the chief Trotskyists in 
the US up until the 1930s, Burnham 
was one of many political thinkers 
to move from Trotzkyism to conser-

vatism within 
the course of 
his career. In 
addition to 
his political 
philosophy, 
Burnham en-
tered the Of-
fi ce of Strate-
gic Services 
(OSS), the 
forerunner to 
the CIA, par-
ticipating in 
intelligence 
work be-
tween 1944 
and the early 
1950s. 

 Burnham’s fi rst prominent 
work, The Managerial Revolution 
(1941) had an immediate infl uence 
in Germany. Written prior to his turn 
to conservatism, Burnham’s book 
argues that neither socialism nor 
capitalism has a practicable future. 
His prediction at the conclusion of 
WWII is that three “super states” will 
emerge on the world stage: the US, 
Germany, and Japan. Brockmann 
outlined and described the reception 
of a slightly later work by Burnham, 
The Machiavellians (1943). At this 
point, Burnham rejected the exis-
tence of social sympathy altogether. 
Instead, he argued that society truly 
works on a basis of self-interested-



ness. 
 In Germany, Burnham’s 
work was either well received or 
acknowledged as an important con-
tribution. In many ways he was con-
sidered to be a European thinker, 
writing within a European tradition 
of political thought or reinscribing 
European ideas. The translation of 
his political writings into German 
after WWII coincided with the in-
tensifi cation of the Cold War in Eu-
rope, resulting in his reputation as a 
prophet of the Cold War. Brockmann 
argued that political and historical 
events augmented the importance of 
Burnham’s ideas.

 William Scheuerman (In-
diana University) continued the 
panel with his presentation, “Marx 
or Bismarck? The German Origins 
of Postwar US Realist International 
Thought.” Scheuerman described 
political realism in the US after 
WWII as a movement that considers 
the existence of solid states to be an 
archaic idea and sees anarchy as a 
fact of life. In the popular imagina-
tion political realism is most often 
associated with terms such as Real-
politik, and with prominent German-
American politicians such as Henry 
Kissinger. Many active realists in the 
1950s emigrated from Germany to 
the US or claimed German-Ameri-
can heritage, such as Hans Morgen-
thau, Arnold Wolfers, John Herz, 
and George Schwarzenberger. Many 
had previously held allegiance to the 
left end of the political spectrum be-
fore turning to conservatism during 
the postwar period. 
 Scheuerman particularly 
raised questions concerning the 
public perception of realism, puz-
zling over its association with Bis-
marckian Realpolitik and its roots in 
Marxism. In some ways, the “Ger-

manic thought” imported by the re-
alists could be considered to be Wei-
mar socialism rather than Realpo-
litik. Particularly if a class struggle 
is replaced by a permanent struggle 
between state powers, a consisten-
cy emerges between the early and 
later thought of many realists who 
moved along the political spectrum 
during their careers. In considering 
the link in the public imagination 
between realism and Realpolitik, 
Scheuerman pointed out that many 
realists tried to distance themselves 
from their past during the Cold War. 
In the political climate of the Cold 
War it was in fact a conservative 
anti-Realpolitik that emerged, mesh-
ing with the Cold War environment 
of Europe. Meanwhile the US was 
seen as a larger revolutionary power 
warding off outward threats. 

 Concluding the panel, Pe-
ter Uwe Hohendahl (Cornell Uni-
versity) delivered a paper titled 
“Leo Strauss, the Straussians, and 
American Democracy,” consider-
ing the analytic framework used to 
study contemporary disciples of Leo 
Strauss in different domains. In re-
cent years, Strauss and his follow-
ers have been blamed in the public 
perception for the wave of neocon-
servatism that led to the Iraq war. In 
light of this,  Hohendahl raised the 
question of how to evaluate Strauss’s 
legacy in US politics. Rather than 
dismissing “political” Straussians as 
unorthodox, Hohendahl proposed to 
reconsider the evaluative framework 
with which to study Strauss’s legacy 
outside of the academy. 
 Hohendahl elaborated on the 
careers of two prominent neocon-
servative thinkers, Carnes Lord and 
William Kristol. Both studied with 
disciples of Strauss within the acad-
emy before embarking on careers 

in politics or journalism. Hohen-
dahl also critiqued two publications 
that make the link between Strauss 
and neoconservatism in Washing-
ton. Sheila Drury’s and Catherine 
and Michael Zuckert’s approaches, 
though accusatory and defensive to 
differing degrees, both employ in-
tellectual and philosophical meth-
ods to affi liate academic Straussians 
and the politically engaged neocon-
servatives who were trained under 
them before leaving the academy. 
 In conclusion, Hohendahl 
made three suggestions: a distinc-
tion should be made between politi-
cal and academic Straussians based 
on habitus, with further investiga-
tion required into their application 
of Straussian thought. Secondly, a 
reevaluation of Strauss’s reception 
in the US on a more general level 
is required, including the possibil-
ity of watered-down translations of 
his more polemical claims. Finally, 
the differing arenas of the academy 
and Washington must be more atten-
tively mapped, taking into consider-
ation social status of the actors and 
the role of ideas in the respective 
spaces. 
(Miyako Hayakawa)

 The fi nal panel on Friday 
focused on issues of “History and 
Memory.” Manuel Köppen (Hum-
boldt Universität Berlin) opened the 
panel with a discussion of memoirs 
written by Germans who had been 
generals during World War II in his 
paper “The Politics of Memory: 
German Wartime Memoirs and the 
Reconstruction of the German Mili-
tary in the Nineteen-Fifties.” Köp-
pen argued that the publication and 
circulation of these memoirs in post-
war Germany played a large role 
both in discussions about German 
rearmament from 1949-1956 
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and in the presentation of history in 
international, particularly US, media 
from 1954-1961.
 Köppen began by contex-
tualizing rearmament discussions 
within Western fears of Soviet in-
vasion. Against this backdrop Ad-
enauer stressed the defense of oc-
cidental (abendländische) Christian 
values and sought ways of rewriting 
Germany from a position of military 
strength that would be useful for the 
West to help it maintain distance 
from Bolshevism. The appearance 
of translated generals’ memoirs on 
the English book market aided this 
process by providing professional 
self-portraits that attested to the 
poor decision-making skills of indi-
viduals uninfl uenced by ideologies 
embedded in the military institu-
tion. Responsibility for the events of 
WWII could therefore be resituated 
as qualities of individuals and not of 
the German army itself.
 Köppen then turned to pub-
lic discussions of war guilt after re-
armament and noted the continuing 
function of fi ctional and historical-
ly-based representations of gener-
als as mechanisms for clearing the 
reputation of the Bundeswehr by 
discrediting individuals. In televi-
sion, books, and fi lm, depictions of 
the decision-making elite and Nazi 
incompetence served to distinguish 
a community of victims separate 
from crimes committed during the 
war. These discussions, Köppen ar-
gued, while appearing to open ques-
tions about what the tradition of the 
Bundeswehr should be, actually 
served to establish the value patterns 
they proposed to interrogate. 

 Following Köppen, William 
Rasch’s (Indiana University) histo-
riographical interrogation “Machia-

velli Among the German Historians 
(Meinecke, Ritter, Dehio)” demon-
strated the conventional nature of 
three narratives of German history. 
The narratives of German history 
produced by these three historians, 
Rasch argued, are variations on a 
theme whereby Germany at the end 
of the 20th century fi nds itself back 
where it began at the beginning of 
the 19th century. Aligning his dis-
cussion with Friedrich Meinecke’s 
description of Germany’s Staatsrä-
son as based on the confl uence of 
moral authority and political power, 
Rasch revealed the “self-congratu-
latory and triumphalist” narrative 
behind descriptions of Germany’s 
rise to power despite its retarded de-
velopment in comparison to its Brit-
ish and French neighbors. Through 
a triangulation among works by 
Meinecke, Ritter, and Dehio, Rasch 
worked his way through the histori-
ans’ restoration of Germany’s iden-
tity at the end of the 20th century.
 In his preface to Gerhard Rit-
ter’s translation of Thomas More’s 
Utopia, Hermann Oncken shows the 
slavery, colonialism, and warfare on 
which More’s state is founded that 
anticipate the British colonization of 
Ireland. Ritter takes up these themes 
in his 1940 Machtstaat und Utopie 
to reveal the “dishonest Machiavel-
lian” policies by which the Utopians 
use force in the name of moral au-
thority to engage in “just wars” for 
economic benefi ts while claiming to 
condemn the use of force by other 
nations. Rasch situated this argu-
ment within a German apologetics 
on the part of early 20th century Ger-
man historians attempting to show 
changes in international politics af-
ter WWI whereby British attacks on 
Germany were a surprise. In a post-
WWII reevaluation, Ritter prefaced 

the 1947 edition of the same work 
by declaring it an indirect critique 
of Nazi politics and toning down his 
critique of Britain. Rasch traced the 
fi nal move in this “self-legitimat-
ing” historical narrative in the work 
of Ludwig Dehio. In Gleichgewicht 
oder Hegemonie Dehio argues that 
Germany has no choice after World 
War II other than submission to ei-
ther “Russian or Anglo-American 
overlordship”: terms that become 
synonymous with evil and good 
respectively. Thus Germany fi nds 
itself back in the position of mutu-
ally-reinforcing moral authority and 
political power that Meinecke iden-
tifi ed as its departure point. With a 
call for critical reevaluation of this 
narrative, Rasch turned the fl oor to 
his audience.
(Katrina Nousek)

 Opening Saturday’s session, 
Casey Servais (Yeshiva University) 
discussed a controversy that erupted 
in the fi eld of American jurispru-
dence during and immediately fol-
lowing the Second World War. The 
controversy focused on the legal 
and political philosophy of Supreme 
Court Justice Oliver Wendell Hol-
mes, Jr., who had been the dominant 
fi gure in American legal thought 
during the interwar period. Begin-
ning with Lon L. Fuller’s book The 
Law in Quest of Itself, some legal 
academics criticized Holmes’ brand 
of legal positivism by arguing that it 
provided inadequate protections for 
individual rights and accorded too 
much authority to the “sovereign” 
state. Fuller, in particular, critiqued 
Holmes’ philosophy by demonstrat-
ing its resemblance to the forms of 
legal positivism that had dominated 
German and Austrian legal thought 
in the years before World War II. 



Holmes’ defenders, who included 
such distinguished fi gures as Har-
vard Law School professor Mark 
DeWolfe Howe and former U.S. At-

torney Gen-
eral Francis Biddle, countered these 
criticisms by pointing to the moder-
nity of Holmes’ legal philosophy, at 
the same time presenting his critics’ 
views as symptomatic of a form of 
intellectual regression occasioned 
by the trauma of the Second World 
War.
(Casey Servais)

 Following Servais’ paper, 
Jason Frank (Cornell University) 
explored possible affi nities between 
American liberal constitutionalism 
and Straussian thought in his paper 
“Is there a Straussian Constitution-
alism?” Key to his discussion were 
Strauss’ reappropriation of the Ar-
istotelian politeia and Schmitt’s 
notion of constituent power. In the 
preface to the English translation 
of Spinoza’s Critique of Religion 
Strauss describes the failure of lib-
eralism as the inability to transcend 
through critique while still opening a 
theoretical space beyond liberalism. 
His analysis can be read along the 

lines of an opposition between cul-
ture and nature, in which liberalism 
becomes a philosophy of culture. 
Schmitt’s work is an affi rmation of 

modernity that critiques 
prevailing concepts of 
culture as an underlying 
fundament of individual 
spheres of experience 
divided by liberalism. 
As culture presupposes 
something to be culti-
vated, it is still the prod-
uct of nature. Strauss 
criticizes the separate 
private sphere that law 
preserves and replaces 
Schmitt’s account for the 
extraconstitutional with 
the ancient constitution 

of the politeia. In Natural Right and 
History Strauss describes the clas-
sical politeia as springing from na-
ture, and the source 
of all laws. It is not 
constitutional but 
rather “the factual 
distribution of law 
within the com-
munity.” Technol-
ogy allows the so-
ciety to maintain 
human power and 
education plays a 
formative role by 
educating citizens 
with a view to the 
society’s aims. 
Education supplies what liberalism, 
in the form of a critique of politics, 
cannot. Frank suggestively conclud-
ed his discussion with an open-end-
ed parallel in which the “founder’s 
thought” seems synonymous with 
the “fi nest thought” in American 
politics.

 Isabel Hull (Cornell Uni-

versity) concluded the panel with 
a discussion of Schmittian Conser-
vatism in her paper, “Carl Schmitt 
and Revolutionary International 
Law.” She argued that, as compared 
with other types of conservatism 
infl uential during various periods 
of German history such as the Wei-
mar Republic and the Third Reich, 
Schmitt’s thought most closely re-
sembles the conservative thought 
observable during the Wilhelminian 
regime. The imperial German gov-
ernment confronted two main prob-
lems in World War I. Firstly, it could 
not explain why the world would be 
better if Germany won the war, and 
secondly, Germany could not domi-
nate the discourse of war in order to 
explain its actions. Hull noted how 
strikingly Schmitt’s writings on in-
ternational law seem infl uenced by 
the pressure of these challenges. In 

his conception of in-
ternational law Schmitt disregards 
military necessity and accepts Ger-
man defeat in World War I, a rhe-
torical strategy that allows him to 
remain silent about Germany’s ac-
tions in the war such that the Allies 
assume the position of actors rather 
than reactors to German action. 
Hull noted too that the terminology 
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Schmitt employs when discussing 
international law is not juridical 
but political. The result is an under-
standing of international law as the 
plot of Great Britain that produces 
total war through initiatives such as 
the hunger blockade and its negotia-
tions with France and Britain.
(Katrina Nousek)

 Reinhard Isensee (Hum-
boldt Universität Berlin) opened 
the fi nal panel with his paper “Re-
ligious Confi gurations of American 
Conservative Thought.” In an effort 
to explore and evaluate the larger 
cultural implications of conserva-
tive thought and conservative move-
ments in the United States in 
the second half of the 20th 
century, the talk addressed 
signifi cant social and politi-
cal contexts, philosophical 
origins, theoretical para-
digms, and thematic coor-
dinates of American con-
servatism at the intersection 
of religion and conservative 
ideology. Employing a cul-
tural studies perspective, 
Isensee proceeded from the 
assumption that conservatism both 
in its conceptual and institutional 
dimensions can not only be read 
as a prominent constituent of post-
WWII cultural narratives about 
America but also as a highly infl u-
ential site of agency in the ongoing 
public and academic discourses on 
re-defi nitions of America. After re-
visiting four core components of 
American conservative thought 
(constitution, geography, reinven-
tion, and moralism) he then took a 
closer look at the origins as well as 
political and cultural manifestations 
of tying religion to conservative 
ideology. Rather than adhering to its 
traditional philosophical premise, he 

argued, American conservatism has 
undergone considerable transforma-
tions in the decades since the 1960s 
that are particularly informed by re-
ligious values and agendas. In con-
clusion Isensee posed key questions 
concerning the distinctive nature of 
American – as opposed to European 
– conservatism, past and present, as 
well as the role of the conservative 
movement in current American po-
litical culture and cultural politics.
(Reinhard Isensee)

 Tracy McNulty (Cornell 
University) then presented her talk, 
“Political Theology and the Function 
of the Written Law.” What under-

s t a n d -
ings of language and of writing 
– and of their relationship to the 
human subject – are promoted or 
repressed by the opposition of let-
ter to spirit, norm to exception? The 
project of which this paper is a part 
questions the lack of any serious 
meditation on the specifi city of the 
written law in the traditional cri-
tique of law as norm, and considers 
the function of the law’s writtenness 
as distinct from its representational 
character, especially through refer-
ence to Mosaic law traditions and 
psychoanalysis. McNulty’s talk 
presented a schematic overview of 
one component, the displacement 

of the written law in the political-
theological discourse of the “act” 
or “decision.” She considered two 
texts that approach this problem in 
very different terms: Carl Schmitt’s 
treatment of the sovereign’s sus-
pension of the written constitution 
in Political Theology, and Walter 
Benjamin’s alignment of divine jus-
tice with “language as pure means” 
in “Critique of Violence.” Whereas 
Schmitt, in defi ning sovereignty as 
a “border concept,” concludes that 
the sovereign decision and with it 
the juridical order necessarily can-
not be written in logic, Benjamin 
connects writing to a limit on vio-
lence and power and also, by way 

of a discussion of the written 
commandments of the He-
brew Decalogue, recovers the 
function of writing as some-
thing distinct from—or even 
opposed to—the function of 
law as a representation or me-
diation of a higher authority.
(Tracy McNulty)

 Erhard Schütz (Humboldt 
Universität Berlin) delivered 
the third paper of the panel, 

“Adult Germans or the New Faust,” 
in which he explored the complexi-
ties of postwar German conserva-
tive attitudes towards Americans, 
Americanization, and the mass con-
sumer culture of which these were 
the harbingers. Despite conservative 
claims or postures of a blanket rejec-
tion of Americanization that drew 
on conservative cultural discourse 
dating back to decades before the 
second World War, Schütz showed 
an “integrating differentiation” in 
conservative discourse on America 
necessitated by the inescapability of 
a continued American presence in 
postwar Europe.
 To illustrate this, Schütz 

Hull & Köppen



drew on three examples – Paul 
Leverkuehn’s Geschichte der Ver-
einigten Staaten von Amerika (1947), 
Margret Boveri’s Amerikafi bel für er-
wachsene Deutsche (1946), and Karl 
Korn’s Faust ging nach Amerika 
(1957/1958). Whereas Leverkuehn’s 
history searched for America’s in-
ner political content, emphasizing its 
functional practical democracy based 
on a competitive two-party system, 
strong leadership, and its lack of pro-
letarian ressentiment, and Boveri’s 
“primer” outlined the difference be-
tween Americans 
on the one hand, 
as representing a 
new type of per-
son, and Germans 
on the other, as 
privileged to an 
unrecognized in-
ner moral, cultur-
al, and traditional 
wealth, Korn’s 
text sets off in a 
different direction, 
arguing that mass 
culture is not a 
specifi cally Amer-
ican phenomenon 
but rather a threat 
common to both 
countries. Korn 
saw a postwar alli-
ance of German and American intel-
lectuals as responding to this threat, 
yet he reoriented the American texts, 
originally immanent critiques of lib-
eral democracy, back into an older 
anti-liberal German tradition.
 Schütz concluded by outlin-
ing the future scope of this research, 
which would broaden the examina-
tion of what he calls “conservative 
ordo-oriented integrationism” in its 
attempt to both preserve its own con-
servatism within mass society and 

lead this society as strictly and nor-
matively as possible.
(Carl Gelderloos)

 In his lecture “Carl Schmitt 
and Leo Strauss ‘Read’ Heidegger, 
or, Sabocat Reads the Double 
Rhetoric, States of Sublimity, and 
Prudence as Σωφροσύνη,” Geoff 
Waite (Cornell) argued that Schmitt, 
Strauss, and Heidegger are among 
the pre-eminent “conservators of 
exotericism” in the 20th century, and 
that failure to adopt a mode of read-

ing that is conscious of their exoteric 
strategies will not only generate the 
wrong debates, but is politically dan-
gerous. According to Waite, exoteric 
writers like Schmitt, Strauss, and 
Heidegger employ a “double rheto-
ric” that leaves the reader or listen-
er in a state of constant uncertainty 
since it becomes impossible for him 
to determine what is being written 
or said, to whom, and to what end. 
Since these “conservators of exoteri-

cism” don’t think about something, 
but instead think something, para-
phrase is rendered impotent. This 
“double rhetoric”or “art of writing” 
emerges as a response to a double 
fear of death, and is conterminous 
with the “state of sublimity,” the 
recognition that the foundation of 
every state (political or other) rests 
on acts of sublime violence. It is this 
knowledge that must remain silently 
effective in conservatory writing, a 
writing that conceals authorial inten-
tions in the preservation of its pow-

ers. Whether Heidegger, or Schmitt, 
or Strauss can ever be truly read then 
is perhaps unlikely, if not, by design, 
impossible. 
(Jens Schellhammer)
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 With generous support from the 
ICGS along with the co-sponsorship of oth-
er funds and institutes within Cornell Uni-
versity, the Department of Music presented 
a concert consisting of works by Joseph 
Haydn on Tuesday, October 27, 2009, in 
Sage Chapel. Using period instruments and 
historical performance practices, Dorian 
Komanoff Bandy, a senior in the School of 
Arts and Sciences, organized the program 
and conducted the ensemble. 
Cornell’s baroque ensemble 
Les Petits Violons was joined 
by a number of professional 
musicians from around the 
US who were invited to Ithaca 
for the event. Visiting artists 
included Elizabeth Field, con-
certmistress and holder of a 
DMA from Cornell’s Depart-
ment of Music, and featured 
soloists currently studying 
at Cornell included Stefania 
Neonato on the fortepiano, 
tenor Zachary Wadsworth, 
and soprano Sarah Robinson. 
Bandy is a musicology and 
comparative literature ma-
jor who was presented with 
Cornell’s Undergraduate Artist 
of the Year award during the concert.
 Joseph Haydn (1732-1809) is cur-
rently being celebrated by music ensembles 
around the world in honor of the composer’s 
bicentennial year. Born in rural Austria, 
Haydn rose to great prominence during his 
lifetime, maintaining the patronage of the 
Esterházy family between 1760 and 1790. 
His contribution to the symphonic form in 
the development of Western Concert music 
is particularly noteworthy, both during the 
period of his court appointment and later in 
his life. 
 The ensemble for this performance 
was roughly the size of the orchestra that 
Haydn would have had at his disposal at the 
Esterházy court, while allowing for adjust-
ments for the unique ensemble that came 
together for the project. Guest musicians 

arrived for the weekend and engaged with 
local musicians in four days of rehearsals 
prior to the performance. Bandy explained 
that the program, featuring works from 
Haydn’s early and middle periods, was 
mostly compiled from the compositions 
Bandy found most interesting. However, in 
the course of preparations and rehearsals it 
became apparent that the selections roughly 
outlined Haydn’s development from the 

classical symphonic 
style to the more 
Romantic, Sturm und 
Drang tendencies of 
his later works. The 
program opened with 
the Symphony No. 
17 in F Major, which 
followed the classical 
symphony style for 
which Haydn is rec-
ognized as a pioneer. 
Next, tenor Zachary 
Wadsworth joined the 
ensemble for the aria 
“Se tu mi sprezzi, 
ingrata,” a supplemen-
tary aria written for 
the opera I fi nti eredi 
by Giuseppe Sarti. 

Stefania Neonato then delivered a rollicking 
rendition of Haydn’s Keyboard Concerto 
No. 11 in D Major on the fortepiano. Fol-
lowing intermission, the ensemble per-
formed the Allegro and Poco adagio move-
ments of the Sinfonia from Haydn’s opera 
L’inedeltà delusa. Another supplementary 
aria was delivered by soprano Sarah Rob-
inson, supported by the oboe obbligato of 
Stephen Hammer, in “D’una sposa meschi-
nella,” written for Giovanni Paisiello’s La 
frascatana. The concert closed with the 
stormy Symphony No. 52 in C Minor. 
 A similar project with visiting musi-
cians and singers joining Les Petits Violons 
is planned for March 12-14, 2010, a fully-
staged performance of Jean-Jacques Rous-
seau’s opera Le Devin du Village.   
(Miyako Hayakawa)
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 October 27 saw the U.S. premiere of 
Philip Scheffner’s fi lm The Halfmoon Files 
(2007) at Cornell Cinema, with Scheffner in 
attendance answering questions after the fi lm. 
At once meticulous archival research, sugges-
tive examination of an overlooked chapter in 
European colonial history, and deliberative 
ghost story, The Halfmoon Files takes its name 
from the German 
prisoner-of-war 
camp Halbmond-
lager built during 
WWI to house Mus-
lim soldiers from 
India, Africa, and 
the Near East. In 
line with Germany’s 
strategic aim of sup-
porting the Ottoman 
Empire’s call for a jihad of Muslim soldiers 
against Britain and France, the colonial powers 
into whose armies they had been conscripted, 
the camp was to facilitate Islamic cultural 
practice among prisoners and contained the 
fi rst mosque built in Germany; it also pro-
vided German linguists with ample trawling 
grounds, allowing them to record a variety of 
“authentic” African and Asian languages. 
 Centering around a recording of pris-
oner Mall Singh (“There once was a man. This 
man came into the European war. Germany 
captured this man. He wishes to return to In-
dia...”), the fi lm interweaves a deliberation on 
the temporary colonial nexus represented by 
a camp for Muslims in small-town Branden-
burg with an investigation into the afterlife of 
Singh, as representative of this population of 
forgotten voices which often seem to be more 
tangible as the imprints left on shellac records 
in a neglected archive than as actual subjects, 

as Scheffner’s search for what became or 
remained of the real-life Singh grows increas-
ingly frustrated as the narrative goes on.
 During the discussion after the fi lm, 
Scheffner addressed the bureaucratic history 
of the archive and the fact that none of the 
material compiled was ever used; the fi lm’s 
varied reception in different contexts (in Ger-

many and India, 
among lin-
guists, in a pub 
in Wünsdorf); 
the problem of 
representation 
in a ghost story; 
power relations 
in the practice of 
recording (either 
that of the Ger-

man linguists or that of Scheffner); the way in 
which the fi lm fi ts into recent reevaluations in 
India of its role in WWI that see Indian his-
tory as being a part of European history in key 
ways, an integration Europe resists; and the 
fi lm’s use of sound and how fi lm, by requiring 
both sound and image, is uniquely suited to 
perform a sense of loss.
 Indeed, much of the fi lm consisted of 
voices speaking from the nearly century-old 
archive, set either to a black screen or to stark 
images of present-day Wünsdorf. One prisoner 
talked about what a ghost was. Haunting, rest-
less, place-bound but intangible, this ghostli-
ness seemed also to describe both the condi-
tion of being a prisoner-of-war in distant limbo 
and, proleptically, that of being a voice, on a 
record, in an archive.
(Carl Gelderloos) 

The Halfmoon FilesThe Halfmoon Files



  The Sweden and Scandi-
navia symposium opened with 
a paper by Danielle Cudmore 
(Cornell University) entitled 
“The Idea of North: Scandi-
navia, Real and Imagined in 
The Golden Compass.” In her 
discussion Cudmore examined 
long-standing tropes about the 
“North” in general and Scandi-
navia in particular in the English 
writer Philip Pullman’s novel 
Northern Lights, published in 
the United States under the title 
The Golden Compass. Cudmore 
began by posing the question 
“what is North?” Noting that 
cardinal directions do not appear 
in literature by chance, Cudmore 
argued that the North is created 
by discursive practices, and that 
for Pullman, as with his literary 
predecessors, North is identi-
fi ed with Scandinavia. In the 
novel, Scandinavian motifs are 
deployed strategically, and these 
motifs have a long history. Pull-
man has expressed contempt for 
C.S. Lewis and his Narnia series, 
yet both Pullman’s and Lewis’ 
series make use of Scandina-
vian motifs, but with drastically 
different emphases. Cudmore 
argued that in Lewis’ series, the 
Snow Queen represents a cold 
sexuality which threatens to cut 
the individual who falls under its 
spell off from heaven. Pullman’s 
Mrs. Coulter, on the other hand, 

sends children away to a place 
in the North called Bolvangar 
in order to prevent them from 
reaching adulthood. From here 
Cudmore turned her attention to 
a sweeping history of English 
perceptions of the North, from 
the paradoxical relationship of 
medieval England to Scandina-
via, confi gured variously as Eng-
land’s self and its other, through 
the Victorian era’s renewed inter-
est in the Scandinavian North, 
to the novels of Tolkien. Thus 
Pullman’s fantasy novel stands 
in a longer tradition of English 
fi ction’s treatment of Scandi-
navia, binding Pullman’s novel 
with what might be regarded as 
its antithesis, The Chronicles of 
Narnia.

 Magnus Fiskesjö (Cor-
nell University), a former direc-
tor at the Museum of Far Eastern 
Antiquities in Stockholm, gave 
a presentation called “Museums, 
Globalization, and the Nation 
State: Lessons from Sweden,” in 
which he argued that museums 
in countries such as Sweden are 
essentially labs of modernity that 
both glorify the nation-state and 
play a critical role in constitut-
ing a national identity. Fiskesjö 
began by looking at debates in 
the 1990s over state-owned col-
lections of “exotics” in ethno-
graphic museums, also noting a 
particular issue with Sweden’s 

Museum of World Cultures, 
which demonstrates a problem-
atically exoticist view of “world 
cultures.” 
 Fiskesjö then looked back 
at the history of European mu-
seums; many have their origins 
in the collections of royalty, ac-
cessible only to the noble and 
his guests, whereas modern 
museums are constitutive of the 
identity of the modern citizen 
in the nation-state. They are a 
public space in which the new 
citizen could go and see exotic 
objects in the state’s collection 
and to which he could donate. In 
the case of the Museum of World 
Cultures, the exotic items on dis-
play speak both to the nation’s 
political infl uence abroad, and 
serve to further defi ne national 
identity, via an exotic “other.” 
As another example, Fiskesjö 
examined the case of Skansen, 
Sweden’s fi rst open-air museum. 
Located in Stockholm, it was 
meant to connect urban residents 
with a traditional Swedish life-
style in an era of industrializa-
tion and urbanization. Traditional 
houses were constructed and oc-
cupied by people brought in from 
the regions on display in order to 
lead “traditional” lifestyles for 
the visitor, a project burdened 
with ironic consequences.
 As with other museums, 
issues of proper ownership are 
problematic for Sweden’s mu-
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seums. Fiskesjö presented the 
case of a totem pole from the 
Haisla nation in British Colum-
bia. The Museum of Ethnography 
in Stockholm displayed a Haisla 
totem pole, which it held in place 
with a metal brace. For the Hais-
la, the totem pole is a necessarily 
impermanent memorial, part of 
the ritual of grief, and meant to 
eventually fall and rot away. The 
metal brace was seen as a shackle 
on the monument. Eventually a 
compromise was reached: the 
original pole was repatriated 
in 2006, while the museum in 
Stockholm received a copy. Fisk-
esjö cited this instance as a result 
of globalization, saying that both 
sides were forced to accept the 
other’s point of view.
(Alexander Phillips)

 
 Recently, Iceland has 
made the headlines exclusively 
due to its dire fi nancial situa-
tion. In her presentation, entitled 
“Images from Iceland,” Linda 
Heimisdóttir (Cornell Univer-
sity) sought to give a more nu-
anced insight into her country 
and its culture. She began with 
a reference to Wall Street on the 
Tundra, a Vanity Fair article on 
Iceland’s fi nancial crisis and the 
“collective madness” it triggered. 
In an attempt to reveal a societal 
mechanism that made this crisis 
possible, the article activates a 
series of stereotypical images 
about Iceland and its people, 
images which Heimisdóttir’s 
presentation aimed to challenge, 
discuss, or complicate. Conse-
quently, she stressed the fact that 
Iceland’s landscape is not limited 
to tundra, and that according to 
the fi ndings of recent genomics 

research the Icelandic population 
is more diverse than it was be-
lieved to be. She also discussed 
the predilection for the use of 
patronymics in the framework of 
a more general conservative trend 
in Icelandic.

 Lars Rudstam (Cornell 
University) presented a talk enti-
tled “Environmental issues in the 
Baltic Sea and the Great Lakes: 
What we can learn from each oth-
er.” Drawing on his research both 
in the Baltic Sea and in the Great 
Lakes area, Rudstam highlighted 
the benefi ts of a comparative 
analysis in examining the effects 
of invasive species on the aquatic 
ecosystem and in understanding 
long-term changes. Formed after 
the last ice age, the Great Lakes 
and the Baltic Sea host similar 
ecosystems, especially in areas 
with low salinity. Not only are 
some of the species genetically 
identical but the invaders chal-
lenging the balance of both eco-
systems are also of a similar type. 
Over-fertilization has caused 
toxic algae blooms in both bodies 
of water leading to the forma-
tion of so called “dead zones,” 
and changes in the ecosystems 
effected by invaders have led to 
a decrease in the population of 
several local species. In the case 
of the Baltic Sea area, decisions 
at a political level have simplifi ed 
research and regulation and there 
has been a very close collabora-
tion between scientists and a 
very good outreach to local com-
munities. Rudstam argued that a 
similar approach would also be 
desirable in the case of the Great 
Lakes.
(Andreea Mascan)

 Anna Westerståhl Sten-
port (University of Illinois) 
delivered the keynote address 
entitled “Swedish fi lm: Cinematic 
landscapes in Show Me Love, Let 
the Right One In, and The Girl 
With the Dragon Tattoo.” She 
began by outlining the increasing 
shift of Swedish fi lm production 
away from its traditional center 
in Stockholm to regional produc-
tion centers such as Film i Väst 
(“Trollywood”) in southwest 
Sweden or Filmpool Nord in the 
north. As the primary factors be-
hind the increasing regionaliza-
tion, Westerståhl Stenport identi-
fi ed EU funding-policies favoring 
the regional over the national, 
as well as general trends in the 
Swedish and European econo-
mies, such as economic decen-
tralization and mobility of labor. 
The Swedish regional fi lm indus-
try, which has produced several 
internationally successful movies 
over the past decade, is a par-
ticularly illustrative example of 
a pan-European trend away from 
national fi lm funding and produc-
tion, which Westerståhl Stenport 
poignantly summarized as “from 
national and transnational to re-
gional.” 
 Westerståhl Stenport went 
on to look at how this increas-
ing regionalization is refl ected 
in the portrayal of landscape in 
contemporary Swedish fi lm. In 
a clear break from the national 
cinematic tradition, which tended 
to idealize the Swedish landscape 
as a refuge of national purity and 
cohesion opposed to a chang-
ing outside world, Westerståhl 
Stenport identifi ed three general 
trends: fi rst, the depiction of 
anonymous small town settings 
devoid of natural scenery 
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that could be located anywhere 
in Europe, as in the fi lm Show 
Me Love. Second, the tendency 
to substitute one landscape for 
another, as in the vampire movie 
Let the Right One In, which was 
shot in the north of Sweden but 
set in Stockholm. Third, the 
presentation of glossy post-card 
landscapes for international 
audiences, as in the English lan-
guage series Wallander for the 
BBC. 
 The address ended on 
critical note, with Westerståhl 
Stenport observing that despite 
the regionalization in produc-
tion, contemporary Swedish fi lm 
tends to feature “non-places” 
characterized by an erasure of 
geographical and local markers, 
thus putting into question wheth-
er EU policies of regionalization 
achieved the desired effect.

 In his talk on “Swed-
ish-US relations and neutral 
statehood in the Cold War and 
afterwards” Fredrik Logevall 

(Cornell University) provided a 
critical examination of offi cial 
Swedish foreign policy in the 
second half of the twentieth cen-
tury. Archival material shows 
that despite the country’s offi cial 
neutrality, Sweden had align-
ments with the confl ict parties 
of both the Second World war 
and the Cold War. In the Second 
World War, Sweden in practice 
pursued a policy of favoring 
whichever side had the upper 
hand, while keeping a constant 
distance to Soviet Russia. Corre-
spondingly, the fi rst years of the 
war were characterized by what 
Logevall termed “benevolent 
neutrality” towards Nazi Ger-
many, granting rights of passage 
to German troops and providing 
crucial iron ore to the German 
war industry. As the tide shifted, 
however, Sweden became more 
closely aligned with the West-
ern allied powers. During the 
Cold War, Sweden remained 
outwardly neutral while in ef-
fect maintaining close military 

ties to the US. The extent of this 
collaboration is just being un-
covered, Logevall pointed out, 
by the disclosure of previously 
classifi ed archival material. The 
newly released documents show 
that Swedish defensive plan-
ning was closely coordinated 
with the US and dependent on 
American military support in the 
case of armed confl ict. These 
secret ties, the material suggests, 
were maintained throughout the 
Vietnam war despite the Swed-
ish government’s outspoken 
criticism of US involvement and 
its initiatives to put an end to 
the confl ict as a neutral media-
tor. In the remaining part of his 
talk and in the ensuing discus-
sion, Logevall emphasized how 
Swedish neutrality has served as 
a basis for Sweden’s active role 
on the world stage, allowing the 
government to mediate between 
confl ict parties and to pursue a 
disproportionately infl uential 
foreign policy.
(Johannes Wankhammer)
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 In his paper entitled 
“Thor’s Travels to Utgårdaloki 
and the European Riddle Tradi-
tion” Professor Thomas Hill 
(Cornell University) sought to 
situate the tale of Thor’s voyage 
within European riddle tradition. 
While the story of Thor’s voy-
age is fairly universal and widely 
taught to students of Norse my-
thology, there is a lack of inter-
pretation of the legend within the 
context of north Germanic myth. 
According to Professor Hill, un-
derstanding the legend within the 
context of the European riddle 
tradition can help us better under-
stand the story. In the story from 
the Prose Edda, Thor, Þjálfi , and 
Loki travel to the giant Útgarða-
Loki, who puts them through a 
series of contests. The fi gures 
they are matched against turn 
out to be analogues, such as the 
old woman whom Thor wrestles 
and who turns out to be old age, 
which cannot be defeated, or 
Loki’s loss in an eating contest to 
the personifi cation of fi re, which 
can consume large numbers of 
things quickly. Professor Hill ar-
gued that these stories should be 

read in the context of the large 
body of riddles produced by the 
north Germanic peoples in the 
early Middle Ages, for whom rid-
dles were hardly a low, juvenile, 
or folkloric genre.  Narrative 
and verbal play intersect in these 
stories, which predate the Edda. 
Professor Hill proceeded to offer 
a larger survey of analogue fi g-
ures in Norse legend, contending 
that this was an avenue of inves-
tigation that had been too easily 
overlooked.

 Following Professor Hill’s 
talk, the audience convened in a 
room of Kroch Library’s Division 
of Rare Books and Manuscripts 
for Patrick Stevens’ introduction 
to Daniel Willard Fiske and the 
Fiske Icelandic Collection. Ste-
vens is curator of the Icelandic 
Collection, created by Professor 
Fiske, who was not only the fi rst 
university librarian at Cornell, 
but also a remarkable polyglot 
with an affi nity for Scandinavia, 
as well as an expert on chess, 
having produced a scholarly 
book Chess in Iceland and in 
Icelandic Literature. Fiske trav-
eled extensively in Iceland and 

Scandinavia, and is remembered 
there to this day for his interest in 
Iceland’s cultural heritage and ef-
forts to promote it. 
 Stevens fi rst shared some 
documents created by Fiske 
himself, including diaries and 
correspondences which show his 
progress in several Scandina-
vian languages, before showing 
some of the books of the collec-
tion, including a 1688 printing 
of the Landnámabók, a survey of 
the settlement of Iceland in the 
Middle Ages, as well as a 1756 
book of Icelandic tales collected 
by Fiske. The collection also con-
tains a 17th century rune staff. 
Fiske mostly brought printed ma-
terial back to Ithaca, even though 
book production in Iceland fo-
cused more on manuscripts well 
into the eighteenth century. Strict 
control of printing presses on the 
part of the church and the Danish 
government in Iceland made it 
diffi cult to print works that were 
not religious or legal in nature. 
Given the shared history, there is 
extensive cooperation between 
scholars in Reykjavik and Copen-
hagen on manuscript research.
(Alexander Phillips)

 “The Cunning Man” - comic opera by Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Charles Burney 

March 12 -- 8:30pm
March 13, 14 -- 8pm

Great Hall, Risley Residential College

Tickets are free but required; contact the music department

Rousseau’s comic opera The Cunning Man, translated into English by Charles Burney, 
features director Lance Davis, singers Stephen Lavonier, Melanie Russell, and Zachary 
Wadsworth, and baroque dancer Caroline Copeland, with Les petits violons; Dorian 
Komanoff Bandy, conductor and harpsichord.





 On September 25th and 26th “Repetition 
with Change: The Intellectual Legacies of Dominick 
LaCapra,” a conference celebrating the work and 
infl uence of Dominick LaCapra, took place in the A.D. 
White House at Cornell University. The conference 
gathered several generations of LaCapra’s students 
and colleagues deeply infl uenced by, or invested in, 
trajectories of inquiry shaped by LaCapra’s contribu-
tions. Panels organized papers into major themes in 
LaCapra’s work; given the breadth of LaCapra’s inter-
ests, the following summaries touch on a wide range 
of topics positioned at intersections of history, histori-
ography, psychoanalysis, literature, and philosophy. At 
the conclusion of the conference, a roundtable discus-
sion among several of LaCapra’s current students and 
the audience underscored not only his intellectual 
legacy but also his generous and invested dedication to 
teaching.
(Katrina Nousek) 

 The fi rst panel of the conference focused on 
trauma, repetition, and affect, and examined aspects 
of their unfolding in contexts as diverse as literature, 
fi lm, and philosophy.

 Federico Finchelstein (The New School) 
opened the panel with a paper titled “The Holocaust 
as Ideology: Borges, Trauma, and the Fascist Uncon-
scious,” in which he examined Borges’ essays and 
fi ction, in an effort to shed light on the question of the 
representability of trauma and the Holocaust.
 Finchelstein identifi ed Borges’ preoccupa-
tion with the loss of reason as a point of continuity 
between, on the one hand, his anti-fascist essays from 
the 30s and 40s (such as “Defi nition of a Germano-
phile” and “A Comment on August 23, 1944”), and, on 
the other, his fi ction which addresses the Holocaust. 
According to Finchelstein, Borges, who criticized the 
fascist emphasis on the unconscious and on affect as a 
corporeal element that must supersede reason, iden-
tifi ed as the root of Nazism a turning of the benign 

enlightened reason into “monstrous rationality.” It 
is this vitiated type of rationality that Borges had in 
mind when he deemed distinctive of Fascism a certain 
inability to distinguish between the imaginary and the 
real.
 Finchelstein further investigated Borges’ 
ambivalent attitude to the problem of trauma repre-
sentation: on the one hand, comprehension seems to 
elude both the victim and the perpetrator (although the 
perpetrator appears sometimes cognitively privileged 
in Borges’ view, for in death he may fi nally grasp the 
signifi cance of his crimes). On the other hand, narra-
tive can serve to push the limits of representation and 
enable a partial elaboration of the traumatic experi-
ence. Among the Borgesian stories that Finchelstein 
discussed were German Requiem (1964) and The 
Secret Miracle (1943), which are centered on a con-
centration camp commander and a Jewish intellectual 
as main characters, respectively, and thus shed light on 
the similarities and differences of perspective between 
victim and victimizer.

 In an essay titled “What a Difference Repeti-
tion Makes: Recent Fantasies of the Silver Screen,” 
Anna Parkinson (Northwestern University) examined 
questions of repetition and difference in relation to the 
interplay of fantasy and history in Quentin Tarantino’s 
2009 fi lm Inglorious Basterds. Parkinson emphasized 
the fi lm’s concern with how representations of histori-
cal events are constructed, a concern evidenced by the 
numerous intertextual references to other fi lms, such 
as Spaghetti Westerns (Sergio Leone’s Once upon a 
Time in the West), Cold War fi lms (including Robert 
Aldrich’s The Dirty Dozen and Enzo Casterellari’s 
Inglorious Bastards), international and German post-
wall “Hitler fi lms,” as well as a number of major 
moments in German fi lm history (e.g., G.W. Pabst, E. 
Lubitch, Leni Riefenstahl and Emil Jannings). 
 The speaker suggested that, despite the fi lm’s 
manifest refusal to take history seriously, 
Inglorious Basterds might tend to help the 
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process of Vergangenheitsbewältigung through a 
dual tendency: on the one hand, it blurs the boundary 
between fact and fantasy and creates, through repeti-
tion, a cathartic space of wish fulfi llment, while, on 
the other hand, it foregrounds the very limits that have 
come to defi ne fi lmic representations of history and 
violence. 
 Parkinson proposed that Tarantino’s fi lm 
highlights through contrast a tendency detectable in 
recent German fi lmic representations of Hitler (such 
as Hirschbiegel’s Downfall and Dani Levi’s Mein 
Führer: the Truly Truest Truth About Adolf Hitler) 
to almost remythologize the fi gure of Hitler by fail-
ing to represent his death/desecrated body. She ended 
by quoting fi lm critic Rüdiger Suchsland’s remark: 
“‘I wanted to kill Hitler,’ said Tom Cruise during the 
Valkyrie press conference. Tarantino did it.”

 In her essay “Spinoza, Blumenberg, and Self-
Preservation: A Post-War Perspective,” Tracie Ma-
tysik (University of Texas, Austin) brought the Spi-
nozist legacy to bear on Frankfurt School discussions 
of modernity, politics, and the roots of fascism. 
 She began by noting the relative neglect that 
the Dutch philosopher met with in German intellectual 
circles during the Third Reich and in the post-war era, 
in sharp contrast with the infl uence he had enjoyed 
starting with the second half of the 18th century. 
Matysik subsequently focused on Hans Blumenberg’s 
understanding of the Spinozist notion of self-preserva-
tion, and highlighted its usefulness in articulating an 
alternative to the self-preservation principle regarded 
by Max Horkheimer as both fundamental to modernity 
and linked to fascism (“Reason and Preservation,” 
1941/1942). 
 According to Matysik, Horkheimer operates 
with a reason-based notion of self-preservation, and 
deems self-preservation responsible for all modern 
forms of politics, but also for the problematic submis-
sion of the individual to the social whole. Since subor-
dination to the whole appears to be the best strategy to 
ensure the persistence of one’s own self, in the name 
of self-preservation, reason ironically compels the 
individual to self-destruction.
 As Matysik explained, Blumenberg opposes 
the view (held by Dilthey) that the Spinozist under-
standing of self-preservation is continuous with the 
Stoic tradition, which sees self-preservation as a mat-
ter of aligning oneself with nature. By leaving room 
for a potential confl ict between living in accordance 

with one’s own nature and living in accordance with 
nature simpliciter, the Stoic concept of self-preserva-
tion is subject to the same self-undermining logic as 
the concept examined by Horkheimer: it runs the risk 
of licensing the sacrifi ce of individuals in the name 
of their self-interest. Adopting Blumenberg’s sugges-
tion that, on Spinoza’s construal of self-preservation, 
the demands of internal and external nature converge, 
Matysik further pointed out that Spinoza’s construal is 
underwritten by a view of reason which incorporates 
affect, rather than precluding it. She ended by propos-
ing the Spinozist harmonious union of reason and af-
fect as an alternative to the destructive form of reason 
exposed by Horkheimer.
(Ana-Maria Andrei)

 The panel “Sacred and Secular” opened with 
Samuel Moyn’s talk “Bearing Witness: Theologi-
cal Sources of a Secular Moral Imperative.” Moyn 
(Columbia University) invoked LaCapra’s notion of 
witnessing as an unsought experience to be separated 
from testimony, commentary, etc, and identifi ed it as a 
cultural imperative that has emerged in the last few de-
cades as a practice with direct roots in the Holocaust. 
While the epistemology of witnessing is one that had 
to be overcome for history and law, which attempt 
to skirt the subjectivity of such evidence, starting 
with the Eichmann trial justice without witnesses has 
seemed possible. Moyn proceeded to draw attention 
to the theological and religious theories of witnessing, 
which provided a framework for witnessing in secular 
culture. In the Bible, one witnesses supernatural events 
taking place in reality. According to St. Augustine the 
Jews, in their blindness, were negative witnesses. In 
the twentieth century, Christian writing in the immedi-
ate post World War II years provided constructions of 
the self as not implicated in the crimes of the period, 
and therefore as an alternative to both Nazism and 
Sovietism, and provided the foundation for a claim to 
a faith-based alliance with the persecuted Jews. The 
view of Jews as suffering witnesses further provided 
grounds for interfaith reconciliation. Yet the secular-
ization of witnessing is less straightforward, in that it 
blends both Christian tropes with secular ideological 
purposes. Moyn asserted that this secular witnessing 
cannot be viewed as the residue of Christian culture, 
even though Christian witnessing predates its secular-
ization.

 The second speaker of the panel was Harold 



Mah (Queen’s University), with a paper entitled “The 
Sacralization of the Secular: Barthes’ Mythologies,” 
in which he questioned Mythologies as a critique of 
ideology. Professor Mah situated Barthes’ work within 
his biography, in which the condition of alienation was 
characteristic as Barthes struggled with employment, 
etc. Barthes’ work reveals the ideological origins of 
bourgeois myths, which Barthes argues must be met 
with semioclasm. After 1850 intelligibility pressed on 
bourgeois awareness, which was no longer congru-
ent with class reality. Modern poetry thus becomes a 
fragmented space of objects both solitary and terrible. 
By the 1950s Barthes found himself at an impasse, in 
which high culture was surrounded by a sea of bour-
geois myth. Mah argued that Barthes has often been 
read in a narrow way that misses many of his essays. 
In regards to wrestling, for instance, Barthes defi es 
sarcasm, saying that wrestling is no sport but a specta-
cle, no worse than watching the Sorrows of Arnolphe. 
Likewise the Tour de France is conducted as an epic in 
the ancient literary sense. Barthes, who was trained as 
a classicist, used classically informed myths to recog-
nize high culture in low form. The myths are written 
in the middle voice, with a presumed but impossible 
public. Semiotic discourses allow us to appropriate 
pop cultures in new ways but produces fantasies as 
well of what can be found therein. Does pop culture 
thus become overloaded with meaning?

 The panel concluded with a paper entitled 
“In/fi nite Time: Tracing Transcendence to Emmanuel 
Levinas’ Talmudic Lectures,” by Ethan Kleinberg 
(Wesleyan University), editor of the journal History 
and Theory. He began with the observation that time 
is highly beholden to borders. On the one hand, clocks 
capture intersubjective time, and on the other, there 
is the interior time of such writers as Woolf, Proust, 
and Heidegger, which allows for the heterogeneity 
of existence while still imposing borders on the ego. 
What we call “time immemorial” can only be accessed 
through a negative double of memory. “History” is a 
creation based on shared experiences, it has a role in 
creating a sense of identity through sanctioned sites of 
collective memory such as the archive. For Kleinberg, 
Levinas offers both a philosophical diagnosis and a 
counter to what he considered to be the traditional 
or “metaphysical” concept of time and its relation to 
“time immemorial.” Levinas countered this with his 
notion of “infi nity,” or the “il y a” (French for “there 

is”), out of which both time and the subject erupt. 
This category of the “il y a,” however, cannot stand 
on its own metaphysical ground, and Levinas himself 
spoke of going beyond phenomenology. In discussing 
Levinas’ emphasis on the transcendent in his lectures 
of the Torah and the Talmud, Kleinberg noted that his 
attempt to escape the rule of history through transcen-
dent time was conditioned by the historical events of 
the 1930s and 1940s, as well as his desire to recon-
nect with the lost Vilna of his youth. Kleinberg argued 
that Levinas’ critique of the “metaphysical” concept 
of time sprang from two sources: the fi nite time of 
his past and the infi nite time of Judaism, accessible 
through the Talmud. And for Levinas, even if only 
one man has access to the Talmud and the Torah, they 
are still open to all as they transcend time, space, and 
historical context.
(Alexander Phillips)

 The Saturday morning panel of LaCapra’s 
fest conference focused on the theme of History and 
Psychoanalysis, and explored the methodological and 
theoretical legacy of LaCapra’s attention to psycho-
analytic readings of history. While each presenter’s 
paper was inspired by the tropes of LaCapra’s work, 
each also pushed those themes in different directions, 
refl ecting the broad diversity of interests and agendas 
held by LaCapra’s interlocutors and students.

 The fi rst paper, entitled “Two Vultures: Freud 
Between German-Jewish Science and Humanism,” 
was presented by Scott Spector (University of Michi-
gan). The paper explored the discourses of knowledge 
in which Freud’s thought operated in the late nine-
teenth century. Spector raised the question of Freud 
being thought of as a “scientist” during his time, 
when psychoanalysis was seen by many as a particu-
larly “Jewish” kind of science, and by others not as 
a science at all, but rather a peculiar humanism. At 
stake were the kinds of knowledge involved; science 
and psychoanalysis, Spector argued, were treated as 
two opposing epistemological systems, not mutual or 
complementary, but at odds with each other. This was 
especially so in light of late-nineteenth century anti-
Semitism. Psychoanalysis was “verachtet” by many 
scientists, where psychoanalysis stood in for Jews as 
an object of aversion and ridicule.

 The next paper was presented by Su-
17continued on page 33



 

September 26-27 saw the annual DAAD weekend hosted 
by the Department of German Studies and organized by 
Professor Leslie Adelson (Cornell University).  Th is year’s 
DAAD Weekend culminated an exciting week of campus 
activities organized by the Department of German Stu-
dies and the German Embassy under the rubric «Free-
dom without Walls.» For the DAAD Weekend we were 
especially fortunate to have Dr. Horst Freitag, German 
Consul General of New York City, join us and provide 
inaugural remarks. Th is year’s event overall focused on the 
meaning and implications of “1989 for the 21st century” 
from a predominantly German perspective. In her intro-
ductory remarks, Adelson touched upon some areas of in-
quiry to be addressed in the discussion, such as German 
cultures of memory before and after 1989, and the impli-
cations of 1989 for the practice and status of democracy in 
an ever changing and challenging world.

 Dr. Horst Freitag, German Consul General (New 
York City), inaugurated the conference by outlining his vi-
sion for “Transatlantic Relations 20 Years after the Fall of 
the Berlin Wall.” He began by stressing the importance of 
some of the social and political developments leading up to 

the events of 1989. On the level of political engagement, he 
mentioned West Germany’s Ostpolitik, the impact of the 
Conference for Security and Cooperation and the support 
off ered by the US in the reunifi cation process. On the level 
of social developments, Dr. Freitag mentioned the peace-
ful street demonstrations that took place in East Germany. 
Looking back upon the events of 1989 is, therefore, impor-
tant for the further development of transatlantic relations 
because it shows how transatlantic collaboration succeeded, 
based on shared democratic values, in turning historical 
challenges into opportunities. Twenty years after the Fall 
of the Wall, the global context has been changed radically 
by the rise of new political power players which have chal-
lenged the model and values of liberal democracies. In the 
face of these new challenges, transatlantic relations should 
reinforce these values as a fundamental core and reaffi  rm a 
transatlantic community of liberal democracies, according 
to Freitag. Th e longterm goal for the further development 
of these relations would be a new approach of eff ective 
multilateralism based on new responsible stakeholders as 
well as on eff ective international institutions. Th e events 
that brought about the Fall of the Berlin Wall are, in his 
view, a vivid example of what can be achieved through 
Western cohesion and joint leadership. On this note, Dr 
Freitag concluded that common history and shared values 
can be the basis on which global challenges can also be tur-
ned into opportunities.
 
 In his lecture entitled “Does November 1989 mat-
ter for German Politics?” Th omas Zittel (Cornell Univer-
sity) discussed the implications of 1989 and of German 
reunifi cation for a changing German party system. Zittel 
began by placing the concept of the Berlin Republic (the 
democratic system established after 1989) in the larger 
historical context of continuities and discontinuities in 
the development of the German democratic system, fore-
grounding two nodal points: the Weimar Republic and the 
Bonn Republic. Th e Weimar Republic (1919-1933) was 
characterized by political polarization and instability. Th e 
political design of the Bonn Republic (1949-1990), on the 
other hand, was based on the principles of self restraint, 
moderation, and consensus politics. After the reunifi cation, 
the status of the new Berlin Republic with respect to the 
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two previous democratic 
political systems became the 
subject of debate. Based on 
empirical observations that 
have highlighted a growing 
polarization of the German 
political party system in the 
period after 1989, the argu-
ment has been made that the 
Berlin Republic represents a 
break with its predecessor. 
Moreover, reunifi cation has 
been viewed as a direct cau-
se for these changes. Zittel 
critically intervened in this 
debate, arguing that the dy-
namics that have led to an 
increased polarization of the 
political party scene were 
visible long before 1989. 
Th erefore, he dismissed the 
idea of a causal relation-
ship between the reunifi cation and changes in the political 
party system. Furthermore, Zittel argued that the tran-
sition from the Bonn to the Berlin Republic was marked 
by small gradual changes and not by a radical break, and 
that this signals a seamless normalization, in which po-
litical polarization is not accompanied by political extre-
mism. “Berlin is not Weimar,” he concluded. 
(Andreea Mascan)
 
 Barton Byg (University of Massachusetts-Am-
herst) presented a talk entitled “German Unifi cation 
and the Culture of Memory.” Byg’s talk discussed the role 
which memory and refl ection served before the invention 
of the camera and photographic images. As his main points 
of departure, Byg cited Susan Sontag’s sentiment that in 
photography there is an inherent loss of meaning or me-
mory, John Berger’s assertion that “the camera relieves us 
of the burden of memory…it records in order to forget,” 
and Dominick LaCapra’s concept of repetition with dif-
ference. Byg discussed the way in which narrative cinema 
entails a kind of commemoration that begins with the fra-
mework of a total story from which it then approaches its 
subject. Th is kind of approach, Byg holds, is at the expense 
of the personal, specifi c detail since dominant narratives 
are the opposite of counter-memory, which starts with the 
personal and specifi c and then moves out towards a larger 
picture. Byg off ered that documentary fi lms can serve as 

sources of counter-memory instead of the total view, or 
grand narrative, which he feels dominates much of narra-
tive cinema, in particular those fi lms dealing with great 
historical events. Byg feels that documentary fi lms do not 
ever get to a total view, instead obsessively focusing on the 
individual, personal, specifi c. Th ey manage to somehow 
bring the past into the present without resorting to a form 
of nostalgia, undercutting the superiority of the cinema-
tic apparatus, suspecting words and images in a respect 
which is “less a narration history,” instead off ering a view 
of “history that’s yet unfi nished.” 
(Grace-Yvette Gemmell)
 
 Anna Glazova (Cornell University) led a lively 
open discussion of poems that attempted a confrontation 
with history in her presentation, “Time for the Past: Durs 
Grünbein and German Poetry After the Wall.” In her 
introduction, Glazova observed that the German word 
Geschichte signifi es both “stories” and “history,” emphasi-
zing the inextricability of history and narrative. Th rough 
a comparative analysis of poetic projects by Heinrich 
Heine and Unica Zürn, Glazova commented on histori-
cal events of unifi cation manifested in poetic articulation. 
Any national unifi cation or reunifi cation also involves an 
integration of historical narratives. While preferable to 
a painful separation, this synthesis cannot be ex-
pected to conclude smoothly or unproblematically. 
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Glazova observed that an empty space is left behind every 
time a border disappears. She further posited poetry as a 
medium off ering a language and techniques with which to 
explore and speak from this empty space. One medium-spe-
cifi c characteristic of poetry that is essential to this endeavor 
is poetic language’s relation to the unspeakable, the unarti-
culated, and to silence.
In conversation with the audience, Glazova considered 
three contemporary poems written from the empty space 
left behind by the dissolution of the East-West boundary 
of the Cold War era. Her analysis of a poem by the Russian 
poet Dmitry Prigov critiqued a perceived fi ctionalization 
and diminution of historical fi gures, fi nding the poem un-
satisfactory in its counter-ideology. Durs Grünbein’s Vita 
Brevis prompted a discussion of the role of the lyrical-I in 
sustaining both a poem and a historical narrative. A histo-
ricization of personal memories was traced in Lutz Seiler’s 
Beton, leaving open-ended the question of the movement 
of history and the path from poetry to narrative. Further 
discussion of Seiler’s œuvre returned to the blank spaces of 
disappearing borders and to the silent dimension of poetry. 
Th is silence is necessary for a representation of certain hi-
storical experiences, which seem to disappear as soon as they 

are articulated. 
(Miyako Hayakawa)
 
 Peggy Piesche (Vassar College) concluded the day 
with “‘borderless and brazen’: Th e Fall of the Berlin Wall 
and the Black German/European Experience.” Citing the 
poet-activist May Ayim, an especially infl uential contri-
butor to Farbe bekennen (1986), this talk took 1989 as 
a point of departure for addressing three main aspects of 
Black German experience in Europe: historical develop-
ments, community building, and changing academic dis-
courses available to assess relevant phenomena. Speciali-
zing in 18th-century German literature and Black Ger-
man culture in post-socialist Europe, Piesche is a principal 
investigator for the international Black European Studies 
project (BEST) posing new challenges to German Studies 
and African Studies alike. Educated in the GDR and the 
USSR before studying in western Germany in the 1990s, 
she began in an autobiographical vein linking a personal 
sense of surprise and upheaval in 1989 to a collective expe-
rience of “happiness, a national and emotional exception.” 
Her account of rapid-fi re transformations in personal lives 
and political goals brought home for a student audience 



what it can mean to change “the unchangeable” and to un-
derstand one’s world in radically new ways.
Piesche used these personal remarks as a springboard for dis-
cussing structural factors shaping relationships – before and 
after 1989 – between Black German experience, national 
concepts of identity in Germany, international formations 
such as the E.U. and intersectional feminism, and transna-
tional activism in a digital age. Th e Afro-German move-
ment underway in the west when the Wall fell had already 
begun to document transnational dimensions of German 
culture that were indispensable to the telling of Black Ger-
man lives. Presenting rarely seen visual material from a 
growing Black European archive of cultural history, Pie-
sche demonstrated how the moment of national unifi cation 
for Germany marked a structural turning-point for Afro-
German activists, writers, 
artists, and historians, for 
whom even a minorita-
rian sense of “community” 
could no longer be under-
stood in “national” terms. 
In this sense the German 
nation and Black Ger-
mans too have undergone 
varying transnational 
processes of transformation 
since 1989, although one 
set is more oriented toward 
established infrastructures 
of the E.U. and the other 
more committed to articu-
lating in anti-racist ways 
the long-overlooked histo-
ry, culture, and memory of 
people of color in Germa-
ny and Europe, including 
“native Germans of Afri-
can descent,” from the colonial era until today. Ayim and 
other feminists played a formative role in advancing “the 
critical periodization of Black German history,” and this 
work now continues in newly transnational constellations 
in an internally diverse Black European community. Th is 
work challenges the “almost complete lack of institutiona-
lization of anything like critical race studies at German 
universities” and conventional approaches to the African 
diaspora. 
(Leslie Adelson)
 
 Matthew Smith (Boston University) discussed in 

his paper, “Th e Digital Art of Tamiko Th iel,” the work of an 
artist recently distinguished with the 2009 IBM INNO-
VATION AWARD for artistic creation in art and techno-
logy. In Smith’s view, Tamiko Th iel ’s winning entry for the 
IBM competition, “Virtuelle Mauer/ReConstructing the 
Wall,” represents a horizontally outstretched panopticon, 
which reconstructs borders in former East and West Ger-
many as fl uidized spaces in the sign of a liquid modernity. 
Th iel ’s installation emerges as a meditation on the nature of 
liminality, the collapse of borders and their virtual remains 
and resurrection in the form of nostalgia or exoticization. 
Beyond Manzanar, an earlier work by Th iel also analyzed 
by Smith in his talk, addresses another kind of hypothetical 
historical border. Th is virtual installation draws, according 
to Smith, on dramas experienced by people belonging to two 

irreconcilable cultures during key historical moments: Japa-
nese-Americans interned in Manzanar in the aftermath 
of the Pearl Harbor attack and Iranian Americans during 
the hostage crisis of 1979-1980. Smith concluded his talk 
with a remark that the virtual and the concrete, the grid 
and the fold can never be quite separable and, from this 
perspective, borders, by their nature, are made to resurrect 
long after their erasure, since they can be torn down before 
their actual collapse. 
(Arina Rotaru)

 In his paper “Popular Music in the GDR: 21



Electronic Media and Global Politics Before and After 
1989,” Edward Larkey (University of Maryland – Bal-
timore County) traced the way in which GDR bands at-
tempted to survive and stay relevant both in the political 
climate of the GDR and under the conditions of capitalism 
after reunifi cation. Larkey began with a song by the band 
Seeed, which used strong reggae motifs, arguing that the 
song recapitulated attempts to create a GDR pop music 
community that was internationally integrated. Musicians 
in the GDR found themselves caught in a discourse of state 
cultural politics on the one hand, while on the other they 
also had to be credible with their audiences in order to be 
successful, a dynamic which hampered musical production 
to a considerable extent. In the fi fties and sixties Western 
infl uence was largely excluded. Th is cultivated a musical 
style heavily reliant on Schlagermusik, while still incorpo-
rating themes and narratives particular to the GDR. Th is 
began to shift in the seventies and eighties, as Western styles 

were accommodated to an ever larger extent. By the mid 
eighties, socialist mass culture had given rise to commercial-
ly viable music, although restrictive sound parameters li-
mited howling saxophones and overbearing percussion. Th e 
GDR also attempted to promote non-Western names for 
the music industry, for instance DJs were offi  cially “Plat-
tenunterhalter,” while rock music was referred to as “Ju-
gendtanzmusik.” Larkey then turned to specifi c bands and 
musicians, such as the Puhdys, the fi rst East German band 
to play in the West, Karat, whose institutionalized aesthetic 
couched social criticisms in lofty metaphors, and AG Geige, 
who challenged the offi  cial musical aesthetic. Larkey traced 
the history of several of these groups, some of which survi-
ved, others of which eventually faded. 
(Alexander Phillips)
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European Studies Conference 

1989 in Europe and the World
November 19-20

The weekend of 19-20 November saw the conference on “1989 in Europe & the World: 20th Anniversary of 
the Fall of the Berlin Wall,” sponsored by the Institute for European Studies, the Luigi Einaudi Chair program, 
and the IGCS.

 Valerie Bunce (Cornell University) delivered the keynote lecture, “Lessons of 1989: Democracy, Diffusion 
and Dictatorship,” assessing the impact of 1989 on the social sciences. Bunce followed this impact in the ongo-
ing debates on area studies as well as in research agendas in the fi elds of Democracy and Dictatorship studies. 
Her inquiry was informed by the following questions: “What did 
social sciences learn from 1989?” and “What are the right les-
sons to be drawn?” She began by addressing what critics of area 
studies have called “the failure of communist studies.” Outlining 
the diffi culties inherent to any scholarly attempt to predict the fall 
of communism, she ac- knowledged the work of specialists who 
had recognized various social, political, and economic signs of an 
imminent communist crisis. Why then did scholars who recognized 
the fact that communism was facing a crisis fail to predict its col-
lapse? 
 Bunce addressed this apparent paradox by arguing that 
these scholars were unable to envision the macro-event not 
because they were area scholars but because they were social 
scientists. The interest young scholars maintained in mid-range 
political issues, such as decision-making in the party or strategies 
for reforms, was due to two major infl uences on the fi eld of social 
sciences in general: the “behavioral revolution” and political 
economy. Moreover, younger scholars chronicled the fl aws in 
the system instead of focusing on macro-developments because 
they were attempting to counter their predecessors’ interest in 
“sweeping predictions.” As far as the study of democracy is 
concerned, the scholars in this fi eld seem to have assessed the implications of 1989 cor-
rectly, recognizing that the rise of new democracies throughout Eastern Europe challenged the view on democ-
ratization based on previous assessments of new democracies in Southern Europe and Latin America. Scholarly 
work on this new wave of democratization has shown that a democratic past was not a necessary precondition 
for subsequent democratic development, that authoritarian regimes collapse not just because of systemic fail-
ures but also because they were actively defeated by domestic opposition movements, and that international 
effort can expand opportunities for democratic change. More importantly, the study of democratization in the 
1990s has shown that the fall of authoritarian regimes does not necessarily lead to the emergence of demo-
cratic regimes and that it could also open the grounds for hybrid regimes, which have consequently become 
emergent objects of study themselves.
 Scholarly work on dictatorial regimes seems to have drawn different conclusions after 1989. The 
scholars in this fi eld have concluded that dictatorships were fragile constructions, doomed to fail, a conclusion 
that made democratization a more probable undertaking. The fragile appearance of dictatorships led to a 
broader preoccupation throughout the 1990s with democratization. Nevertheless, long-term developments 
have proven these assumptions wrong and have shown how even if the fall of authoritarian regimes opens the 
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grounds for democratization, their legacies abide long after the collapse, structuring social and economic life; 
ultimately, one cannot assume that democracy will prevail.
(Andreea Mascan)

 In their opening remarks, Chris Anderson and Holly Case (Cornell University) had emphasized that 
the aim of the conference was not to commemorate but to “shake up” preconceived ideas about 1989. The 
members of the fi rst panel contributed to this objective by relating their personal memories of and refl ections 
about 1989. 

 Douglas Holmes (SUNY Binghamton) recalled how the participants of a conference in Poland in Oc-
tober 1989 struggled to articulate the ongoing changes analytically. The inability to capture the signifi cance 
of what was happening by traditional methodologies prompted the desire to switch from a statistical mode of 
inquiry to ethnographic modes. He also recounted how his own research in the months and years leading up to 
1989 had crossed paths with the emerging developments that would come to shape post-Cold War Europe, 
namely the parallel tendencies of regionalism and European unifi cation.

 Don Kalb (Central European University/Utrecht University) related his thoughts about 1989 to his 
experience as a student in the Poland of Solidarność in 1980-81. He recalled that the desire of democratic 
movements in Poland and elsewhere had been for the Europe of the Scandinavian welfare state and for a 
“social market,” not for the neoliberal brand of capitalism that came to dominate the young democracies in 
Central and Eastern Europe. It is therefore of little surprise, Kalb concluded, that 1989 is also being commem-
orated as a missed opportunity. 

 Béla Greskovits (Central European University) witnessed the transformation of Hungary as an insider 
to communist Hungary’s last great prestige project, the planned 1995 World Fair co-organized by Budapest 
and Vienna. Although the project was never realized, as Greskovits and his team had predicted in an early 
feasibility study, the project’s slogan “Bridges to the Future” turned out to be unwittingly prophetic: the les-
sons in applied capitalism gained from the international effort allowed the old cadre to transition into the new 
system more smoothly than in other Central and Eastern European countries, earning, for instance, former ap-
paratchiks top-level jobs in foreign affairs and EU-related matters. 

 David Ost (Hobart and William Smith Colleges) focused on the Polish situation and brought up the 
question of agency in the breakdown of communist one-party systems. 1989 was less of a caesura in Poland, 
which had been going through a process of transformation since the early eighties. The fall of the Berlin wall, 
Ost recounted, actually triggered a crisis in the Polish opposition movement: the sense of agency in transform-
ing the country was lost, and the political actors became more and more dependent on (all too often ill-found-
ed) advice from the West. In general, Ost declared his preference for structural explanations of the changes 
over models based on individual or collective agency. As an example, he cited Jan Kubik’s account, which 
sees the cause of the 1989 revolutions in the class interests of college-educated workers brought to bear on a 
stagnant system that could not accommodate them. 

 In their comments, Mabel Berezin (Cornell University) stressed the importance of 1989 as a nodal 
point in the neoliberal conversion of Europe and Chen Jian (Cornell) elaborated on its signifi cance for China. 
The ensuing discussion circled around a wide range of topics, including the relation of 1989 to other historical 
moments such as 1968, the peace movement of the seventies, the reform movement in China, as well as the 
methodological challenges in theorizing the complex developments summarized under the name of “1989.”
(Johannes Wankhammer)
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 The four panelists of “1989 in Europe,” the second round of papers, discussed from various perspec-
tives the moment of 1989 and its signifi cance in Europe. Florian Bieber (Kent University) provided three 
samples of the moment’s immediate reception, taken from an East German newspaper, a book on Eastern 
Europe published in 1995, and a very recent textbook on European integration. The three works showed a 
signifi cant turn in the perspectives on a single event: the doubts associated with the democratization of the 
East, present in the East German newspaper Der Freie Bote right after the fall of the Wall, were supplanted 
in today’s history manuals by considerations on the efforts to build the European Union and the need to add 
and integrate more member states to the original structure.  
 
 In his “The Day that Really Made the Difference,” Fabio Armao (University of Turin) analyzed 1989 
as an economic event par excellence, which initiated a new world order. By drawing on the paradoxical 
numeric associations of 11/9/1989 and 9/11/2001, Armao linked both events to the games of the super-
powers targeted at the containment of new spaces. In the case of 9/11, the containment and submission of 
a dictatorship occurred through an offi cial declaration of war on the part of the superpowers. In the case of 
11/9, the war was directed, among others, at those mafi a systems in Europe, used by Allied forces to support 
order in the regions, with the result of a generalized power exerted by these arcane organizations in the 
1970s and 1980s. Their power was put to an ostensible end at the beginning of the 1990s and as a conse-
quence of 11/9/1989.
 
 Yuliya Komska (Dartmouth College) refl ected on the survival of the Wall in iconic representations 
and memorials, and revealed how the pieces of the Wall traveled the world while other parts of the Iron 
Curtain turned into permanent sites of pilgrimage and global consumption. Even today, Komska argued, the 
Wall preserves both its materiality and ineffability, inherited from those Cold War representations of the 
Wall that impress rather through a lack of iconicity and an unexceptional character. This heritage of un-ex-
ceptionality is continued nowadays by the efforts to erase many of the traces of the Iron Curtain embodied in 
military installations.
 
 Camille Robcis (Cornell University) set 1989 in a diverse historical perspective, and highlighted its 
recent correlation with the bicentennial anniversary of the French revolution. In her analysis Robcis echoed the 
voices of those historians who saw in 1989 the end of the French revolution and the end of totalitarianism. In 
the attempt to fi nd an ideological replacement that shuns the American neoliberal model, France embraced 
a new model of republicanism, meant to think the state and the individual together. The new dangers on the 
ideological horizon lurk now, as Robcis pointed out, not in totalitarianism but in communitarianism.
(Arina Rotaru)

 The third panel of the conference was entitled “1989 in the World.” Each panelist approached the 
topic from a distinct angle. David Patel (Cornell University) looked at the year 1989 in the Middle East and 
North Africa. His discussion focused largely upon whether or not the fall of the Berlin Wall and subsequent 
events in Eastern Europe really had such a signifi cant effect upon the Middle East. Patel argued that although 
the effect of the fall was subsequently embraced by many scholars of the Middle East in the early 1990s, it 
did not in fact have that large of an effect upon the region’s regimes: “Many scholars in the early 1990s saw 
regional political liberalization and democracy on the horizon. The collapse of the Soviet Union and the pur-
ported global triumph of liberal democratic values, they thought, would inevitably destabilize authoritarian 
Arab regimes or, at least, hasten their political liberalization.” Patel argued that in fact these scholars turned 
out to be wrong.

 The next panelist, Ed Baptist (Cornell University), presented a paper entitled “The Crooked Timber of 
Temporality,” wherein he discussed the year 1989 as a signifi cant marker, asking then what do such temporal 
markers imply? Baptist then explored markers as “points after which everything is different” in history. In his 



talk, Baptist noted that most historical counts are informed by the “unidirectional fl ow of time” since “the past 
can only give to us, and we can not go back and give to it.” However, he pointed out that in historical consid-
erations of economic factors like assets (wealth, money, power), in fact we can speak of “traveling backwards 
in time.” Baptist’s discussion then focused in more detail upon the so-called “peace dividend” and reconstruc-
tion funds in order to illustrate that “in debt…certain kinds of assets are moving against the fl ow of time.” 

 Katie Trumpener’s (Yale University) paper, entitled “Mediascapes,” was presented by Holly Case and 
focused largely on media technologies and how alternative forms of these are able to deploy assembled 
memories of large historical events like the fall of the Wall in 1989 in such a manner as to bring these events 
into the present. Her paper focused largely upon how in Eastern Germany “a growing backlash against re-
unifi cation manifested itself during the 1990s as a re-embrace of once-hated GDR offi cial culture, including 
media. This retro wave persists today, even as some aspects of Marxist analysis – the critique of late capital-
ism; Communist visions of ‘the West’ as soullessly commercial – have gained widespread, retroactive accep-
tance among many Easterners.” However, she continued, over the past decade other perspectives have begun 
to emerge in such fi lms as The Lives of Others (Florian Henckel von Donnersmarck, 2006), which commented on 
Stasi surveillance as media analysis and Goodbye Lenin (Wolfgang Becker, 2003) which explored ideas of 
(N)ostalgie and “counter-factual reunifi cation scenarios in which the East was allowed to retain more cultural 
markers and dignity – and West Germans apprenticed themselves to East German television culture.” 

 The fi nal panelist, Martin Dimitrov (Dartmouth College), spoke on “The Legacy of 1989: The Emer-
gence of Resilient Authoritarian Regimes.” Dimitrov’s discussion centered on China’s resilient authoritarianism 
wherein capitalism is possible without democracy. He argued that although political scientists were optimistic 
about the rise and spread of democracy after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, going so far as to declare 
the end of history, in fact what occurred was not a “triumph of both liberal democracy and capitalism” across 
the board. Although many countries under former communist regimes did switch over to democratic govern-
ments after 1989, several other larger countries like Cuba, Russia, and China in fact did not. Focusing then on 
China by way of example, Dimitrov posed the question “why has the Communist Party been able to maintain 
itself in power, while other authoritarian regimes in Eastern Europe collapsed?” and “how can we explain this 
remarkable resilience? Does the creation of free-market capitalism in the absence of democracy in China 
present a post-1989 development model that is emerging as an alternative to Western liberalism?” Dimitrov 
offered that in the case of China we fi nd a new model wherein “a new type of authoritarian regime” can ex-
ist “in opposition to the standard model, which assumes that democracy, capitalism, and the rule of law have 
to be intertwined. China is the most important example of a new type of regime – a resilient authoritarian 
regime that enjoys widespread popular support based on its ability to sustain capitalism, nationalism, and the 
rule of law. The staying power of the Chinese regime may be the most unexpected of the global legacies of 
1989.”

 Durba Ghosh and Haiping Yan (Cornell University) then acted as discussants to the panel. Ghosh 
briefl y refl ected upon Communism in Bengal, noting its position as a region that exists in a hybrid of democra-
cy as well. Her discussion then included a brief note on Hindu fundamentalism as linked to the events of 1989 
and the rise of fundamentalism elsewhere in the world. Yan then very briefl y added a comment about bodies 
and how concepts and embodiments of these are contextually bound. In her discussion she focused on issues 
surrounding the translation of contexts and major historical events in general and related these back to the 
panel’s stated theme of the greater ramifi cations of the events that took place in the year 1989.
(Grace-Yvette Gemmell)
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‘Maimed to Monologue’ :
Realism, Reproduction and the 

Making of Thomas Bernhard’s Frost
August 28, 2009

Paul Buchholz, a graduate 
student in the Department of German 
Studies at Cornell University, opened 
the semester’s colloquium series with 
his talk “‘Maimed to Monologue’: 
Reproduction, Realism and the 
Making of Thomas Bernhard’s Frost.” 
Against the background of an assumed 
democratic superiority of dialogue 
in the realist novel (exemplifi ed 
by Booth’s reading of Bakhtin), 
Buchholz traced the development 
of a persuasive, invasive, dominant 
monologism through two of Bernhard’s novels.

 The two novels – one unpublished, completed in 1962, and 
provisionally called Argumente eines Winterspaziergängers, the other 
published in 1963 as Frost – both treat the relationship between an older 
and a younger interlocutor, whereby the discourse of the older man comes 
to dominate the discourse of the narrative as a whole. Indeed, the earlier 
novel was used as a source of material for the later one. But the strategy 
of “embedding” monologue within narrative discourse differs between 
the two works. In the earlier novel, the younger character is more rooted 
in a world marked by social, geographic, and political referents, and thus 
more able to resist the older doctor’s monologic discourse. In Frost, by 
comparison, the young narrator is a blank slate, allowing a sharpened focus 
on the inexorable dominance of the older painter’s discourse. Similarly, 
the metalepsis present in the earlier text – the transgression of narrative 
layers whereby the elder character has access to information and insights 
beyond his strict diegetic limits – is more pronounced in Frost, where the 
monologue literally takes over the discourse of the narrator. For this reason, 
Buchholz argued, the aim of Frost is to depict realism’s undermining by 
monologue. As the novel concludes, the narrator, fully possessed, is no 
longer the painter’s observer but his offspring and Frost is, above all, a 
novel about realism itself. (Carl Gelderloos)C
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Topos und Tropus. 
Marginalia zum 

Phänomen ‘Oberfläche’ 
in fotografischen 

Medien und Literatur
September 11, 2009

Wolfgang Kabatek (Humboldt 
Universität Berlin), in his talk “Topos 
und Tropus. Marginalia zum Phänomen 
‘Oberfl äche’ in fotografi schen Medien und 
Literatur” investigated the phenomenon of 
the surface and its signifi cance for media 
theory. As director of the research project 
at Humboldt on “informierte Oberfl äche,” 
Kabatek investigates, among other things, the relationship between surface and form, formlessness, 
and information in visual media. He began his talk by outlining competing discourses of surface, 
with fi gures like Plato, Baudrillard, and Winckelmann standing in for a discourse of depth that 
mistrusts surfaces as illusory, and an opposing tradition, exemplifi ed by Walter Benjamin, that 
valorizes the surface as a ground for an analytic or materialist precision that resists the pitfalls 
of profundity.

 Then, viewing the surface as a contested space of perception in aesthetics and 
cognition, Kabatek read the history of photography within the larger history of linear perspective. 
Photography can be seen as the automatization in a single apparatus of geometric optics, and 
especially the latter’s logic of projection; renaissance sources on perspective fi gure the space of 
the canvas variously as the plane that cuts through the pyramid extending outward from the eye, 
and as a window through which one looks. Crucial is the way that assumptions of transparency 
occlude the material basis of the surface. Kabatek took this tension between looking at and 
looking through not only as a description of linear perspective but as a characteristic of media in 
general. Assumptions of immediacy – a transparency that gives one access through appearances 
to the things themselves – unrefl ectively both transform and cover visual space, a process which 
can be traced from discourses on photography to such phenomena as the modern graphic user 
interface, and it is this that makes the question of the surface an open one. (Carl Gelderloos)
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Mystik and Technik: 
Weimar Culture and the Craft of the Quantum

October 23, 2009

Suman Seth’s (Cornell University) paper, 
“Crafting the Quantum: Arnold Sommerfeld and 
the older Quantum Theory,” was drawn from 
the last chapter of his forthcoming book titled 
Crafting the Quantum: Arnold Sommerfeld and 
the Practice of Theory (MIT, 2010). The article 
examined the relationship between specifi c 
aspects of the physical theories espoused by 
Sommerfeld, one of the founders of quantum 
mechanics, and major cultural developments in 
Weimar Germany, such as Lebensphilosophie, 
phenomenology and a preoccupation with 
mysticism. It was the notion of Zahlenmystik, in particular, whose relevance to Sommerfeld’s 
scientifi c methodology was investigated. 

 Originally presented at a conference devoted to Paul Forman’s landmark 1971 paper, 
the essay by Seth reached a different conclusion from Forman’s regarding the signifi cance of 
Sommerfeld’s talk of mysticism for his phenomenological spectroscopy. Forman had proposed 
that, being dominated by Lebensphilosophie, the intellectual environment of Weimar Germany 
promoted a non-deterministic, anti-mechanical outlook very much at odds with the traditional 
assumptions of physical science, and that some physicists, including Sommerfeld, regrettably 
succumbed to such irrationalist tendencies. (For example, by undermining the distinction between 
the knowing subject and the known object and rendering ontology dependent on experimental 
set-up, the Copenhagen interpretation of quantum theory would seem to most clearly illustrate 
the sort of concessions to an anti-scientifi c worldview that Forman had in mind.) In contrast to 
Forman, Seth argued that Sommerfeld’s talk of mysticism, far from being a sheer refl ection of the 
irrationalism common in Weimar culture, in fact exploited and refashioned a type of discourse 
prevalent at the time in order to express novel ideas about the importance of aesthetics to the 
quantum theory of spectral lines. Zahlenmystik, understood as an aesthetic sense of the simplicity 
and harmony governing the atom, became for Sommerfeld part and parcel of the Technik of the 
quantum. (Ana-Maria Andrei)



Dreams in 20th-Century German Literature: 
Interpretations After Freud

November 6, 2009

In her essay “A Century of Dreams? Dreaming after 
Freud,” Barbara Hahn (Vanderbilt University) explored 
the potential of dreams and dream books to represent the 
dark, hardly imaginable side of history. She noted that the 
beginning of the 20th century marked the birth of a new 
genre, the dream book, and analyzed a number of such texts 
as means of staging ruptures in history, ways of dealing with 
historical traumas that refl ect the workings of a collective, 
rather than an individual unconscious. 

  In explaining the gist of the larger project that her paper is part of, Hahn invoked 
Walter Benjamin’s quote from Michelet, “Chaque époque rêve la suivante” (each epoch dreams 
the following one). By attempting to fathom the unimaginable in the tormented history of the 20th 
century, dreams reveal something important about where we are situated historically and offer a 
glimpse into the future. Hahn found Benjamin’s notion of a collective unconscious particularly 
fruitful in understanding dreams’ relevance to history, and emphasized the need for a detailed 
articulation of this concept that avoids the perils attending the Jungian theoretical paradigm. 

 Among the dream books referenced were Traumland by Isolde Kurz (1919), Wieland 
Herzfelde’s Tragigrotesken der Nacht. Träume (1920), and, most prominently, Ignaz Ježower’s 
Buch der Träume (1928), which, the speaker argued, employs a montage-like technique to write 
“the history of a culture […] on the cusp of disintegration.” Charlotte Beradt’s Das dritte Reich 
des Traums (1966) was read as revealing that, under tyrannical rule, sometimes dreams serve the 
function of providing self-training in obedience.

 Hahn proposed that, as means of staging turning points in history, dreams provide a 
“Bilderatlas” that can be interpreted as “a collective effort of thinking through the conditions of 
living in a century of world wars, totalitarianism, [and] mass murder.” (Ana-Maria Andrei)

Images and the Politics of Invention: 
Lou Andreas-Salomé and Benjamin

December 4, 2009

 The fi nal colloquium of the autumn term featured a paper by Gisela Brinker-Gabler 
(Binghamton University) entitled “Images and the Politics of Invention: Lou Andreas-
Salomé and Benjamin.” Brinker-Gabler’s paper included sections of her book project 31



on Lou Andreas-Salomé, Difference, and Aesthetics. Her presentation focused on the work of 
Lou Andreas-Salomé, discussing how her writings operate within “rich image worlds” which 
“requir[e] a process of active reading and spontaneity” that lends a kind of transformative 

quality to them. Brinker-Gabler argued that Andreas-Salomé’s 
writings work by way of “reprocessing images and discourses 
from various fi elds,” subverting these and allowing them to 
create new responses and ideas. This form of engaging with 
different discourses occurs through a kind of “oscillation” 
between the visual and the verbal, images and scripts that 
however never ultimately allows the one to take precedence 
over the other. This process of give and take, or perhaps 
overlapping, Brinker-Gabler argued, enables Andreas-
Salomé’s writings to “challenge existing representations by 
moving back and forth between imagination and reason, 
thought and sense-perception, memory and understanding, 
without imposing one faculty upon another” in order to 

“revea[l] what otherwise would remain unnoticed.” This is achieved in Andreas-Salomé’s 
writings, according to Brinker-Gabler, through the use of a “modern emblematic discourse” as 
opposed to the “well known allegorical” discourse. Brinker-Gabler drew on Walter Benjamin’s 
use of allegory and emblem in his Trauerspiel book to argue that Andreas-Salomé’s emblematic 
discourse is modern in the way it is anchored in visual motifs: “unlike in traditional visual/
verbal exchange or emblematics in her texts the negotiation of meaning is constantly in fl ux 
between narrated images and words.” (Grace-Yvette Gemmell)

Michelle Kosch came to the philosophy department at Cornell in 2006 from 
the University of Michigan, where she had taught for six years. She re-

ceived a BA in government from Harvard in 1990 and a PhD in philosophy 
from Columbia in 1999, spent a year as a postdoctoral fellow at the Søren Ki-
erkegaard Research Center in Copenhagen in 1999-2000, and has also been af-
fi liated with the Eberhard Karls Universität Tübingen (as a DAAD fellow in 
2007) and the Humboldt Universität zu Berlin (as a visiting scholar in 2005). 

Her research covers German and Danish philosophy in the period from (rough-
ly) 1760 to 1870 and is focused systematically on topics in ethics, political phi-

losophy, moral psychology, metaphysics and the philosophy of religion. She has published papers on Fichte, 
Schelling and Kierkegaard, and her book, Freedom and Reason in Kant, Schelling and Kierkegaard, was published 
by Oxford in 2006. She is currently working on two long-term projects, one on the idea of material freedom 
in Fichte’s ethics and political philosophy, and one on Kierkegaard’s philosophy of religion. She has taught 
courses on European philosophy from Kant to the present, on free will, and on topics in contemporary ethics 
and political philosophy. She is affi liated with German Studies at Cornell as a member of the graduate fi eld.
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zanne Stewart-Steinberg (Brown University). Stew-
art-Steinberg’s talk, a change from the original pro-
gram title, was on “Absence, Loss, and Unconscious 
Democracies.” She discussed the ramifi cations of psy-
choanalytic approaches to critical and political theory, 
noting Wendy Brown’s formulation that “as politics 
does, theory undoes.” Specifi cally, Stewart-Steinberg 
asked, can a democracy take the unconscious into ac-
count, or must it exclude it in favor of a stable ego? In 
order to answer this question, she proposed a politics 
that accounts for loss, refl ecting on the possibilities 
presented by three cases. The fi rst was the history of 
the politics of psychoanalysis. That is, what were the 
conditions of possibility for the fi eld, and how did it 
become a profession? The second consideration in-
volved the politics of [re]writing representation. Here, 
Stewart-Steinberg used the example of the succes-
sion of Freud’s legacy. Rather than going to a son, the 
mantle of Freudian theory went to Freud’s daughter, 
Anna, in a remarkable subversion both of traditional 
politics of succession and of certain Freudian prin-
ciples. Finally, she turned to the story of Antigone, 
a fi gure who occupies dual roles both familially and 
symbolically. In her family, Antigone is both a sister 
and a daughter, with obligations and constraints im-
posed by both roles. Reading her in the framework of 
psychoanalysis, Antigone is defi ned by both absence 
and loss. Attention to the multiplicity of roles and 
psychoanalytic categories can suggest an ethics and a 
politics that respects the places of plurality and loss.

 Camille Robcis, a professor of History at 
Cornell and a former LaCapra student, ended the panel 
with thoughts on how psychoanalysis can be brought 
into dialogue with other disciplines. She began her pa-
per, entitled “French Psychoanalysis and the Names-
of-the-Father,” with the observation that the text/con-
text approach remains dichotomous in the history 
of psychoanalysis. To wit, Robcis demonstrated the 
methodology she was proposing in her reading of the 
way French psychoanalysis – infamous in its Lacanian 
infl ection for being apolitical – was politicized during 
the PACS debates in the 1990s. She proposed a dialog-
ical reading of psychoanalysis, rereading Lacan with a 
focus on the absence of politics, and tracing how these 
ideas circulate in the public sphere, often becoming 
politicized, much in the way transhistorical terms go 
through history; drawing on LaCapra’s work, Robcis 
pointed out that things can be transhistorical but still 

within a given tradition. Again in the context of the 
politicization of psychoanalysis, she illustrated these 
points with the example of how the importance of the 
symbolic [last] Name of the Father took on a distinctly 
political valence when French politicians and psycho-
analysts were discussing the potential ramifi cations of 
same-sex couples raising children. According to these 
politicians and “experts,” such children, lacking the 
orienting Name of the Father, risked becoming im-
properly-formed familial and national [French] sub-
jects.

 The panel ended with an energetic question-
and-answer period. Audience members asked provoca-
tive questions of each of the presenters, and Professor 
LaCapra offered his insights on each of the papers, 
as well. The interdisciplinary and intellectual themes 
raised in this panel remained very much alive through 
the rest of the day. While none of the presenters or 
attendees present will ever be exactly the same kind 
of scholar LaCapra is, the image of the successor and 
intellectual inheritor reminded all of us of the generos-
ity of his advising and thought. 
(Kate Horning)

 Ben Brower (University of Texas, Austin) 
began the panel on “Violence, Law, Memory” with a 
discussion of various rhetorical and political strategies 
for justifying war during the mid-nineteenth-century 
French invasion in Algeria. Brower focused his paper, 
“Conceptions of War in Colonial Algeria: Just War, Ji-
had, and the ‘Good War,’” around the question “What 
makes a war good?” Depending on the standard used 
to measure “goodness,” this question lends itself to a 
variety of responses. A “good war” may refl ect a broad 
consensus that violence leads to progress. It may help 
to construct a group’s communal identity or connec-
tion to conceptions of Gemeinschaft. A “good war” 
may be a rhetorical technique in which fragmentary 
battles and war trauma become plot points of a larger 
narrative. Or, it may provide the schematic moral ter-
minology behind an ideology that justifi es killing.
 After laying the groundwork behind various 
justifi cations of war, Brower invoked Michael Wal-
zer’s discussion of a “just war” in which violence is 
seen to have a positive moral function. In the Islamic 
tradition, the term Jihad is used to refer, among other 
things, to a holy war in defense of the religion 
and one that therefore serves a righteous pur-
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pose. By analyzing the various signifi cations used 
to refer to the 1830 French invasion of Algeria and 
consequent struggles, Brower revealed the political 
motivations at work behind changing conceptions of 
war.
 The years leading up to the 1830 invasion 
saw the use of force in present-day Algeria under 
the auspices of kingdom expansion. In an attempt to 
gain popularity toward the end of his reign, Charles 
X returned to Napoleonic military strategies to set 
in motion a “war for civilization” aimed at targeting 
despotism in the French colonies. Subsequent French 
looting in the colonies threatened to undermine the 
notion that the invasion was a just war, but during 
the Convention of 1830 the war was reconceived as 
having established order. However, this reinvention 
of just war rhetoric, Brower argued, only extended 
violence by legitimating the use of force by the strong 
and delegitimizing its use by the weak. Furthermore, 
as seen from the American point of view, the war was 
embraced as a “good war” in which a bird’s eye per-
spective denied the graphic details of the violence of 
battles while giving a feeling of having the totality of 
the war in perspective. Brower concluded with a dem-
onstration of how the resistance led by Abd al Qadir 
known as a jihad became a point of political rapport in 
a universalizing discourse about the war.

 After Brower’s talk, Judith Surkis (Harvard 
University) discussed the oppositions behind the his-
torical and political contexts of legislation surround-
ing the annulment of Islamic marriages in France in 
her paper “Hymenal Politics: Marriage, Secularism, 
and Sovereignty.” In the spring of 2008 a marriage 
separation case was brought before the civil tribunal 
in France. The couple was Islamic and the separation 
of their marriage was on the grounds of errors as to 
the “essential qualities” (this term a quotation from the 
legal proceedings) of the person: after having mar-
ried the woman, the husband found out she was not 
a virgin. Surkis focused on this case as a moment of 
intrusion of religious practices into public law. The 
denouncement of the practice of repudiation, as well 
as other issues related to secular practices termed 
“forced” marriage, fall between the French Republic’s 
secular and sacred laws and have more to do with a 
crisis in French sovereignty than protecting women.
 In the interaction between legal reason and 
religious dogma seemingly at work in this case one 
can read continued concerns about cultural borders 

within the French state. The annulment of a marriage 
on account of virginity as an essential quality of a 
human being is also a reaffi rmation of the boundary 
between the French citizen and the foreigner. Suggest-
ing Derrida’s reading of the hymen as the double-bond 
of virginity and marriage as a strategy for thinking 
colonial cultural difference, Surkis brought to light 
three oppositions in the historical and political context 
of the annulment case. First, she showed the tendency 
of the French state to initiate annulments of “ques-
tionable” marriages on grounds such as “protect[ing] 
immigrants from forced marriage.” In these cases, ter-
minology such as forced or fake marriage becomes the 
mechanism through which the State can defend certain 
cultural boundaries. Second, the civil code article on 
which the “essential qualities” defense was based was 
adopted in 1975 to liberalize divorce proceedings. The 
clause originates in common law, but is manipulated to 
appear a sociological fact instead of religious dogma. 
Thirdly, Surkis showed the historic use of the Prin-
ciple of Public Order to preserve laws. In this case, 
the defense of “essential qualities” becomes a matter 
of public order, not private feelings, that legitimates 
the annulment of private contracts threatening to this 
order.
 Surkis concluded that the annulment case 
demonstrates a crisis of government control in which 
the absence of a unifi ed Muslim community causes 
the State to postulate the Muslim as a reifi ed subject 
or metonym for the wider crisis. By positioning this 
threat in such a subject, the law may control it, and the 
rhetoric of sexual freedom thus overwrites re-affi rma-
tion of French civil code.

 The fi nal speaker on the panel, Gary Wilder 
(CUNY) responded to Dominick LaCapra’s 1985 
call to write a dialogic history in his paper, “From 
Historical Memory to the History of Time.” Wilder 
paraphrased LaCapra’s call as one for a self-refl exive 
mode of historical writing that infl uences historical 
temporality. Given the recursive capacity of time in 
memory, the issue of historical memory carries with it 
an injunction to legal, social and scholarly discourses. 
Wilder then turned to several ways in which various 
intellectuals have negotiated issues of memory. Schol-
ars note how representations of the past are produced 
through social frameworks from the present. Others 
show how dreams fuse with the past and become a 
way for collective memory to differentiate between 
past and present. Still others have shown the tension 



between memory as a social construct and a haunting 
experience.
 Wilder, keeping LaCapra’s work in mind, 
asserted that memory could present a strategy for 
rethinking reality. The result would be a radical his-
tory of time in which temporality becomes the object 
of the historical practice. This practice would focus 

on untimely phenomena, would acknowledge the oc-
cupation as a refraction of events through fetishism, 
and would deal in terms of misrecognition, repetition 
and return. Turning from Freud to Marx, the practice 
would elucidate the dialectic of temporal materiality 
and show how persistent pasts dominate structures in 
non-apparent but infl uential ways.
 Wilder then examined relevant themes in the 
thought of Adorno, Benjamin, and Bloch. Adorno 
urges an awakening of the self-surpassing potentiality 
in objects by thinking the object in its constellation. 
Benjamin articulates a similar idea when he describes 
awakening the historical passivity in objects such that 
each now becomes a now of particular recognizability. 
Turning to his own project, Wilder suggested think-
ing the intersection of politics and time as an untimely 
phenomenon to be analyzed through his radical his-

tory of time. His project involves considering concrete 
Utopian events that anticipate a world that does not 
exist and then extending those arrangements to inver-
sion. Analyzing the political changes in Senghor, he 
suggested that the self-conscious concern with federal-
ism in the post-colonial state could be seen as a way of 
approaching post-national politics in which untimely 

interventions are now legible. Perhaps, Wilder sug-
gested, historians should consider temporality the 
problem. He concluded that a potential way of think-
ing the future past of postwar federalism might be best 
met through an application of LaCapra’s refl ections 
back onto this particular political history.
(Katrina Nousek)

 Jeremy Telman (Valparaiso University) 
opened the fi nal panel of the conference entitled 
“Historiography” with his examination of American 
Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia’s notion of 
constitutional interpretation in his paper, “Originalism 
and its Discontents.” To began he echoed the confer-
ence title and urged his audience to consider 
legal scholarship as a form of repetition with 
change. In common law, old practices change 35



as they reappear in new contexts. The rules of con-
tracts, for example, were determined by wax seals in 
times of illiteracy. In the bargain of exchange, a new 
doctrine of consideration gains currency, but common 
law remains relevant.
 In this case of American constitutional law, 
Telman said with a grin, we have an example of repeti-
tion without change. Originalism is the name for a 
way of interpreting the constitution according to how 
it was understood at the time of ratifi cation. This mode 
of constitutional interpretation was a response on the 
part of Supreme Court Justices, most notably Antonin 
Scalia, to juridical activism. Those in favor of origi-
nalism see it as a way to constrain the power of indi-
vidual judges to the text. In this form of textualism, 
however, the goal is not to discern the intentions of 
the authors of the text, but rather the “original public 
meaning,” or notions of democracy situated in the text 
itself.
 Quoting Justice Scalia, Telman said, “a thing 
worth doing is worth doing badly.” So it is with origi-
nalism. This form of interpretation posits the existence 
of a core meaning to the constitution that never exist-
ed. Telman concluded by revisiting the Roe vs. Wade 
Supreme Court decision that gave birth to originalism. 
The oppositional movement, Telman asserted, can be 
understood as reliving traumas of the late 1960s and 
70s aimed at rejuvenating political impotence. 
 
 Following Telman’s legal explorations, Rebec-
ca Spang (Indiana University) investigated histories 
of the French Revolution in her paper, “On the Use 
and Abuse of Historiography for Life.” Spang focused 
her comments on the similarity of the historiography 
of the French Revolution and the historiography of 
money. The French Revolution, Spang noted, has a 
tendency to become its own historiography. This year, 
for example, saw a conference in recognition of 20 
years after 200 years after the French Revolution. This 
commemoration is double: not only does it natural-
ize history through the Third Republic’s non-critical 
assumption of the status of 1789, but it also returns 
history to a revisionist heyday in which the French 
Revolution marks the creation of modernist culture. 
Here historiography eclipses history. Historians name 
the past in order to break from it – a technique similar 
to the Revolution’s naming and rejection of the Ancien 
Régime – and historiography becomes a liberal tale of 
progress in which the critical mode of history-writing 

is repeated uncritically.
 On the other hand, the absence of historiog-
raphy on histories of money strikes a stark contrast. 
Each new history of money, Spang noted, seems 
unaware of that any previous work has treated the 
same subject. The result is the absence in histories of 
money of a condensation of previous arguments from 
other works. In Mary Poovey’s work, for example, 
the repetition of the phrase “as we have seen” collec-
tivizes a notion of the knowledge existing before her 
intervention and posits her work as though the topic of 
money were newly discovered. Spang suggested that 
the dissolution of disciplinary and professional bound-
aries may be in part responsible for this neglect. Often 
these histories of money are published for an audience 
outside the academic institution in a way that seems 
to facilitate engaging with other intellectuals. Spang 
concluded that these diametrically opposed historio-
graphical dead ends both redescribe in other terms the 
topics they purport to describe. The French Revolution 
becomes told from the previous era and money as a 
subject of history remains always still untouched.
 
 Jonathan Judaken (University of Memphis) 
concluded the panel with his suggestion for a new 
approach to history in “A New Synthesis? Toward a 
Cultural History of Ideas.” Judaken described his mo-
tivation as a search for what can be recuperated from 
founding doctrines of intellectual history after Domi-
nick LaCapra’s indispensable interventions. Reading 
LaCapra’s work as a call to read contexts anew in light 
of a new mode of intellectual history, Judaken encour-
aged the reincorporation of a cultural history of ideas 
into the resulting methodology.
 Judaken set LaCapra’s work on the relationship 
between text and context in its own context of an intel-
lectual indebtedness to Derrida and Bakhtin. Judaken 
then attempted to textualize this context and consider 
an intellectual history beyond historicism that incor-
porates the self-awareness of the constructed nature of 
history. This mode of writing would require a double-
movement in which cultural history is welcomed but 
must also see itself as a history of meaning. Phrasing 
the critical question as a positive project against criti-
cal theoretical negativity, Judaken urged a return to 
Hayden White’s realization that “we cannot but tell 
stories.” He argued for a reinstitution of history as a 
recovery of meaning or meaning-making. The styles 
and themes of this intellectual history could be read 
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across cultural forms in a method borrowing from 
that of Peter Gay. Judaken concluded that his synthe-
sis of cultural and intellectual history would take on 
the objects of cultural history understood as the form 
and function of civilization in symbols and ideas and 

recover an intellectual history that retained its ties to 
critical theory.
(Katrina Nousek)   

CHARLES BURNEY, MUSICAL TRAVEL, AND THE INVENTION OF MUSIC HISTORY

Conference and Concert Festival 
organized by the Cornell University Department of Music

12-14 MARCH 2010

This event concerns the life and works of the eighteenth-century English musicologist 
Charles Burney. Burney published two travel journals on “The Present State of Music” in 
Europe, published a four-volume History of Music, and was actively involved in London’s 
concert life for many decades. He was also a friend and associate of David Garrick, Josh-
ua Reynolds, Samuel Johnson, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and Hester Thrale Piozzi, and 
father to the novelist Frances Burney. This interdisciplinary conference will feature new 
research by leading scholars in the fi elds of musicology, literature, art history, Romance 
studies, and German studies.
Guest speakers include Matthew Head (King’s College London), Nicholas Mathew (UC 
Berkeley), Pierpaolo Polzonetti (Notre Dame), Suzanne Aspden (Oxford), Thomas Tolley 
(Edinburgh), Jacqueline Waeber (Duke), and Emily Dolan (UPenn). Keynote addresses by 
Elisabeth Le Guin (UCLA) and Vanessa Agnew (UMichigan).

This event will also feature guest musicians and Cornell’s Petits Violons in The Cunning 
Man, Burney’s adaptation of Rousseau’s comic opera Le Devin du village. For further de-
tails, please contact Ellen Lockhart (sel46@cornell.edu).

Editor’s note: Due to an unfortunate omission in the Spring 2009 edition Claudia Schmidt was 
not credited for photographs supplied. The GCN thanks her now for fi ne images of the gradu-
ate student conference, “Nothing beside remains”: Glimpses of Ruins in German Thought, 
Literature, and Art.”







Spring 2010 
Calendar of EventsCalendar of Events

FEB. 26-27 WITHIN OR WITHOUT: SPACE IN GERMAN LITERATURE AND CULTURE 
   GERMAN STUDIES GRADUATE STUDENT CONFERENCE

   A.D. WHITE HOUSE

MARCH 9  HEINER GOEBBELS: CORNELL LECTURE ON CONTEMPORARY AESTHETICS

   AESTHETICS OF ABSENCE: QUESTIONING BASIC ASSUMPTIONS IN PERFORMING ARTS 
   4:30PM SCHWARTZ CENTER FILM FORUM 
   RECEPTION TO FOLLOW IN SCHWARTZ CENTER LOBBY

MARCH 11  HEINER GOEBBELS: COMPACT SEMINAR FOR GRADUATE STUDENTS 
   IN GERMAN STUDIES, MUSIC, THEATRE, FILM & DANCE, AND COMPARATIVE LITERATURE

   6:30-9:30PM SCHWARTZ CENTER, PRE-REGISTRATION REQUIRED

   registration & advance materials: write to ogp2@cornell.edu                            
MARCH 12  HEINER GOEBBELS: COMPOSERS FORUM                                
   1:25-3PM KAHN SEMINAR ROOM, 316 LINCOLN HALL 
   (MUSIC LIBRARY ENTRANCE, 2ND FLOOR)
MARCH 12-13    COMPARATIVELY SPEAKING: CONVERSATIONS, CONTEXTS, CONVERGENCES 
   COMPARATIVE CULTURES AND LITERATURE FORUM CONFERENCE

   A.D. WHITE HOUSE

MARCH 12-14    CHARLES BURNEY, MUSICAL TRAVEL, AND THE INVENTION OF MUSIC HISTORY

   CONFERENCE AND CONCERT FESTIVAL ORGANIZED BY THE DEPARTMENT OF MUSIC

   B-20 LINCOLN HALL

MARCH 12-14 “THE CUNNING MAN” - COMIC OPERA BY ROUSSEAU AND BURNEY 
   GREAT HALL, RISLEY RESIDENTIAL COLLEGE

   MARCH 12 -- 8:30PM

   MARCH 13, 14 -- 8PM
MAY 28-29 LULU: A MONSTER TRAGEDY

   DIRECTED BY JESSICA POLLACK (CORNELL COLLEGE SCHOLAR) 
   BARNES HALL AUDITORIUM

   MAY 28 -- 7:30PM

   MAY 29 -- 2PM AND 7:30PM

Additional information about all events listed is available 
on our website: www.arts.cornell.edu/igcs. Event listings 
will be updated throughout the semester. If you would 
like to be added to our mailing list, please contact Olga 
Petrova (ogp2@cornell.edu). 

Archived copies of past newsletters are available elec-
tronically at http://ecommons.library.cornell.edu/han-
dle/1813/10777

Contributions to German Culture News are welcome. If you would like 
an event listed or have a brief review or article to submit, please con-
tact Olga Petrova (ogp2@cornell.edu).

Institute for German Cultural Studies
Cornell University
726 University Avenue
Ithaca, NY 14850

www.arts.cornell.edu/igcs


