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Prof . Dr. Heide Zlegler (Unlversitat Stuttgart) 

DIRECTIONS IN GERMAN AMERICAN STUDIES : THE CHALLENGE OF THE 

-NEW HISTORICISM" 0) 

As a relatively young dlscipllne that cannot emanclpate ltself 

from the overpowerIng 1nfluence of Amerlcan Studles 1n tho U.S . , 

the glven Object of ltS attentlon, and under the impact of a 

rapIdly approach1ng United Europe complete wlth tentatlve European 

StudIes, German Amerlcan Studies flnds ltself increaslngly ln the 

poslt1on of having to circumscrlbe 1tS unlQUeness or even Justlfy 

Its eXIstence. Generally 1tS 1mportance 1S played down . If Amerl 

can Studies is necessary at all at German un1verslties, then only 

- as in ne1ghbor1ng d1sc1pl1nes - to teach llterature, In th1S 

case Amer1can 11terature, all the wh1le lncorporatlng tradltlonal 

philolog1cal knowledge and the lnSlghts of aodern llterary theory. 

At best a spec1al importance is also accorded "USA-Landeskunde," 

i. e., the teachlng of Amerlcan culture and Clvll1zatlon, 

geography and h1story. On the one hand, such knowledge 1S a 

necessary prereQu1s1te not only for the understandlng of Amerlcon 

lIterature, but also for the assessment of our relatlons to the 

U.S . ; on the other hand, such knowledge IS not a commonplace 1n 

0) Th1S lecture 1S a revised verS10n of the lecture "Amer1kastu
dlen - A Methodology?,- whlCh was g1ven on December 2, 1988 , 
at the John F . Kennedy Instltute . A longer verS10n wlil be 
publlshed after a sympOSIum ent1tled, "Germany and German 
Thought ln Contemporary Amerlcan literature and Cultural 
Crlt1c1sm," Wh1Ch 1S to take place 1n Paderborn 1n May, 1990. 
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Europe. 

But the following will deal not with the educational utility of 
German A.erican Studies, but with its claim to relevance in the 
area of methodology. In order to accord this claim a "willing 
suspension of disbelief," an historical backward glance is neces

sary, not only to make clear that American Studies has a tangible 

tradition in Germany, but also to show why this historical dimension 
ought to be used in literary theory. From the very beginning, 

American Studies in Germany - like American Studies in the U.S., 
thirty years its senior - has been interdisciplinary. In the 
Twenties, the academic discipline of American Studies arose in 
the United States as a protest action against intractable positions 
in the traditional subjects English and history - first at Harvard, 
then at the Universities of Pennsylvania and Wisconsin and Yale. 
The protest was directed primarily against three things: 1. against 

the view, widespread even today, that American literature, because 

it is written in English, is to be seen as merely an offshoot of 
English literature; 2. against the conviction that serious research 

ought to concentrate on literature before IBOO; 3. against the 
dominance of traditional philology and the neglect of sociological, 
psychological, philosophical, and aesthetic approaches. The 

concerted protests of literary critics and historians, of scholars 
like Norman Foerster, H. L. Hencken, Van Wyck Brooks, V. L. 

Parrington, and F. O. Hatthiessen subsequently led to the founding 
of a new discipline, American Studies, which was characterized, in 

accordance with the backgrounds of its leading exponents, by the 
combination or even the attempted blending of historical and 

literary methods. A work like Robert E. Spiller's Literary History 

of the United States (194B) can be seen as a milestone on the 
road to interdisciplinary independence. 
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The development of American Studies in Germany must be seen 
against this background. It represents a continuation and at 

the same time a not untYPlcal German variant of the American 
experience. The implicit claim of American Studies to embody 
interdisciplinarity was ultimately expanded by some German 
Americanlsts to make American Studies the paradigm for inter
disciplinarity in the form of a hermeneutic method. This rather 

unfortunate development surfaced only gradually, and not without 
American support. After the founding of the German Association 

for American Studies on June 13, 1953, three phases can be ob
served in the development of German American Studies, which I 
would like to call institutionalization (Slxtles), paradigmatization . 
(Seventies), and historicization (Eighties). 

Americanists in the flrst phase sought to provide a fundamental 
justification for the establishment of American Studies at 
German universities. In the process they tried to ignore the 

fact that Germany could not help but orient itself politically 
along the lines of its vital transatlantic ally. The Americanists 

of the first phase wrote for a German readership that they tried 
to convince of two things: 1. that it had become historically 
necessary to study an extra-European culture that heretofore 

had looked to Europe as its fountainhead; and 2. that the study 
of this culture required a new interdisciplinary method 6uch a6 

has been developed in the Unlted States for American Studies. The 
political scientist and sociologist Arnold Bergstresser, who had 
returned to Germany in 1950 after spending the war years at 
Claremont in California, speaking at the inaugural ceremony for 

the newly founded German Association for American Studies, called 
for the expansion of interdisciplinarity beyond the confines of 
American Studies into a universal cultural-sociological method. 

Nevertheless, American Studies seemed to Bergstresser an especiall) 
suitable object for the application of such a method, for "from 
the uniqueness of the cultural situation of the United States we 

must learn that for German American Studies literary interpreta

tlon and its cultural-historical evaluation alone go much less far 
toward fulfilling the purposes of cultural analysis than is the 
case with European national cultures."l 
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Because of this demand that American Studies serve an exemplary 

function, German Americanists soon began to confuse object of 
study and method and thus ushered in the second phase, the para

digmatization of American Studies, in which American Studies 
increasingly provided the framework for a general discussion of 

methods. The relation between content and form was reversed and 

was thus subject to constant inner tensions. The struggle to 

overcome those tensions ultimately proved to have negative re
sults from which the discipline, in my opinion, still has not 
fully recovered. To clarify my criticism of the paradigmatization 
of American Studies, I must first briefly describe American Studies 
as content and interdisciplinarity as form. German American 
Studies, like American Studies in the U.S., ought to be shaped 
primarily by the object of study, however unsharp the contours of 
this object may be from time to time. The object of American 

Studies is the culture and civilization of the United States. This 
object is approached through texts which I would like to call. 
borrowing the term from Fredric Jameson, "cultural text(s)._2 

That those texts are more easily definable than the object itself 
does not speak against the reality of the object; instead it is 
an historical feature of the modern age which, as Rudiger Bubner 

has shown. has led to an aestheticization of the world, for ac
cording to Kant -the world as the arena of undiminished human ex
perianca, as the field of meaningful activity and experienced de
stiny can only be approached in art.· 3 This means that methods 
that have been developed to bundle cultural texts, to classify 

or typologize them, must increasingly take account of the changing 
historical character of these texts as their aesthetic premise. 

In other words, cultural texts define their own methods, and 

these may not assume a life of their own by appertaining to 
methodology. This danger is greatest for an interdisciplinary 
method because it is almost always understood as an abstracting 
synthesis of already existing methods (such as, in American Studies, 
have been developed by literary critics, historians, SOCiologists, 



- 58 -

psychologists, etc.). It is too easy to concentrate on the 

elaboration of the interdisclplinary method and lose sight of 

the actual object of study in the process. And even interdisci
plinarity is lost in the elaboration of such a method - because 

1nterdisciplinarlty can only be defined as a process of separa
tion or expansion relative to indiv1dual disciplines, which 
for the1r part must be thought of as shaped by their own objects. 

Yet precisely this change of direction and privileging of form 

character1zes German American Studies in the Seventies. American 
Studies became the starting pOint for a methodological discussion 

that influenced the selection of specific cultural texts - not 
vice versa. This shift in accent from content to form, however, 
did not occur 1ndependently of American models and without en

couragement from the American slde. It was, for one thing, the 
result of deep admiration for American humanists like Henry Nash 
Smith who sought to defend the humanities against the natural 

sciences and viewed interdisciplinarity as an expression of 
flexibility and universality in contrast to rigidity and special
ization in the natural sciences. For another, 1t was an indication 
of compensatory German self-importance. We were only too glad to 
heed the voices urging us to be mindful of our own intellectual 

tradition. At the sixth annual meeting of the German Association 

for American Studies in Cologne 1n 1959, Spiller, the above

mentioned editor of the Literary History of the United States, 
described his German colleagues as follows: -You have, probably 

far more than any other people, a tendency to look at human 
experience in terms of absolutes and to clear your theoretical 

positions before proceeding to empirical practices.-4 As far as 
I can tell, there was no ironic intent in his placement of German 
American Studies in the tradition of German idealism 8 la Kant, 

Schelling, Hegel, and Herder. Such highflown expectations brought 
about in the second generation of German Americanists the 



- 59 -

feelings of self-importance I mentioned . By elevating American 
Studies to a paradigm of the hermeneutic method, these Americanists 

ultimately believed they could be a corrective to the Americans 
themselves with their all too pragmatic understanding of American 

Studies. The very titles of some of their articles bear testimony 
to this exaggerated claim . In the Jahrbuch fur Amerikastudien of 
1973, for example, we find two such articles, one by Winfried 
Fluck entitled "Das asthetische Vorverstandnis der American 
Studies" ("The Aesthetic Preconceptions of American Studies") and 

another by Olaf Hansen entitled "American Studies: Zur Theorie 
und Geschichte der Disziplin" ("American Studies: On the Theory 

and History of the Discipline"). Both articles demonstrate - in 
practically complementary form - the difficulties of the method
ological discussion in German American Studies in the Seventies. 
Win fried Fluck seeks to pinpoint the reason why American Studies 

in general, but in particular in the decisive area of literature, 
has failed to live up to its interdisciplinary task. Olaf Hansen 

tries to formulate five theoretical paradigms of differing an
alytical value taken from the history of American Studies; he 
attempts to integrate the three best ones into a dialectic 
approach which he thinks ought to prevail in American Studies 
in the future. This missionary zeal, to which Fluck and Hansen 

themselves no longer subscribe, was not accepted favorably by 

the Americans - not least because their own methodological 
controversy had broken out in American Studies programs in the 
United States. 

The historical retrospective shows clearly why this discussion 
of an interdisciplinary method on both sides of the Atlantic 
ultimately ran out of steam. The presupposition that American 

Studies was a special systematical case due to its historical 
uniqueness was wrong. The regrettable concrete result of this 

error is that American Studies as a separate discipline is 
today in retreat at the universities of the United States, with 
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American Studies programs being reintegrated into the English 
departments . By contrast, German American Studies is caught up 

1n a historicizing phase with the aim of reviewing and consoli

dating what has been achieved. Whether this is once more a con
sequence of greater trad1tion-consciousness in Germany or a 
preventive measure in V1ew of what is happening in the U.S . , 

remains to be seen. But it can be said that this phase would 
have merely a summarizing charader if no other value could be 
attributed to the process of historicization. For example, 
Lothar Bredella's summation of the development of German 
American Studies, published in the October 19BB number of 

American Studies International as -American Studies in the 

Federal Republic of Germany: Some Observations on its History 
and Oevelopment,- does not strike me as being very helpful. 5 

Bredella limits himself essentially to a review of the second 
phase. He recapitulates Hansen's and Fluck's main theses 
from the Seventies and seems to recall that phase almost nostal

glcally as a lost golden age of German American Studies. 

What must be done, it seems to me, is to attribute value to 
the process of historicization as such, i.e., to substant1alize 
1t at least individually and tentatively. The object and method 

of American Studies seem to me particularly well suited to that 

at the present time, since the recognition of the historical 

dimension of all culturel texts, as demanded by Jameson, results 
almost automatically from the historic1zation of American 

Studies. The discovery of value should spring from the 
tension between the literary and the historical text, which 

would also serve to generate exemplary interdisciplinarity 
between literary and historical methods. Such an approach could 
utilize the insights of the so-called New Historicism, to which 
I am indebted in my following remarks. The selection of American 
texts with a European perspective is meant to add an international 

aspect to the interdisciplinary one and expand the concept of 
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·cultural text· so far as to exclude marginality. 

In the New Historicism, a method that has been developing for 
some time in the United States, the literary text is privileged. 
Although traditional historians persist in doubting that 
literature can do "cultural work,· exponents of the New Histor

icism like Brook Thomas ins~t that it can. 6 This standpoint 

seems to me more than just fashionable. Since cultural texts, 

according to Jameson, can retroactively engage the interpretation 
of earlier texts of a culture and make them their subtexts, the 
potential of a text to effect change is decisive. It guarantees 

the text's survival under changed historical circumstances. For 
this reason, certain New Historicists, for example Stephen Green

blatt, who coined the term ·new historicism" in 1982 in a 
special issue of the journal Genre, demand radically individual 
interpretations of texts, since each interpretation that is 
accepted by all the members of a group already means an ossifi
cation and thus a diminution of the text's potential to effect 

change. Of all cultural texts, literary texts are most open 
to interpretation. In the following I will therefore present a 
highly personal interpretation of two American novels with a 

European perspective and a German historical documentation on 
the same subject. The books in question are the 1979 novel by 
William Styron, Sophie's Choice, Vladimir Nabokov's 1947 novel, 

Bend Sinister, and the 1966 documentation Das Dritte Reich des 
Traums by Charlotte Beradt. The excerpts that I will try to meld 

into a new cultural text refer to experiences with a high -

albeit imaginary - potential to effect change: dreams. Both 
the subject matter and the autobiographical nature of my 

interpretation explain my initial identification with what 
follows. I will be able to put it in perspective only after
wards. 
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In Sophie's Choice the title heroine, one of the few survivors 
of AuschwltZ, whose real counterpart Styron knew personally, 

reletes that in the midst of all the horrors of camp life there 
was but a single respite for the prisoners: the brief hours of 
sleep. Sleep offered the possibility of escape from the otherwise 

unbeerable present. And the dreems she had were usually pleesant. 

ThAY thus meant selvetion from threatening madness: 

Next to food and privacy, the lack of sleep was one of the 
camp's leading and universal daficiencies; sought by all 
with a greed that approached lust, sleep allowed the only 
sure escape from ever-abiding torment, and strangely enough 
(or perhaps not so strangely) usually brought pleasant dream~ 
far as Sophie observed to me once, people so close to madnes~ 
would be driven utterly mad if, escaping a nightmare, they 
confronted still another in thelr slumber.7 

When I read this passage for the first time, I was immediately 
convinced that Sophie's testimony was true. Only later did it 

become clear to me that this conviction probably sprang from 

my wish to see their pleasant dreams as a symbol of the camp in

mates' ultimately irrepressible humanity. For at the same time 
I was convinced, without any such indication in Styron's text, 
that the dreams of the guards were equally unpleasant or at 

least monotonous. It also occurred to me only later that my own 

experience seemed to point in the opposite direction: a wearisome 

day is more likely to end in torturous dreams than in sweet 
ones. I thus began to doubt the veracity of Sophie's words, or 

to impute the same wlshful thinklng to the author that I had 
observed in myself. Still, I dld not forget this short pessage 
from a long novel, and later,when I happened upon Charlotte 

Beradt's documentation Das ilritte Reich des Traums, I looked for 
substantiation of Styron's thesis or Sophie's recollection. But 
Charlotte Beradt tells of only a single dream that was dreamed 
in Auschwitz. This is the dream of a female prisoner who works 

as a secretary and, waking, asks her neighbor in fear whether 
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she talks about her daytime experiences in her dreams. 8 Although 

the content of the dream is not given, it does not seem to 

differ from what she experiences all day, and in any case is 

not pleasant. On the other hand, this woman probably numbered 
among the privileged prisoners, and as a secretary she had 
something to lose. In his afterword to Charlotte 8eradt's book, 

Reinhart Koselleck notes that in the reports of other former 
concentration camp inmates dreams were either without definite 
subject matter or indeed deliverance dreams: "The necessity to 
de-realize oneself in order to hold out at the vanishing point 
of existence within the confines of the SS system led to an 

inversion also of the experience of time. Past, present, and 
future ceased to be orientation points for one's behavior. This 

physically imposed perversion had to be drunk to the dregs in 
order to free oneself of it. The deliverance dreams bear witness 
to this."9 It seems to be the case, then, that actual terror, 

when it goes beyond all endurance, is also no longer dreamable. 
The mark of this fact is the cessation of any experience of 

time. "Normal· dream experience can thus not be related to 
dreams in conce~ration camps. The deliverance dreams noted by 

Koselleck therefore substantiate Sophie's observation in 
Sophie's Choice precisely because Styron's novel is a literary 

text whose potential to effect change derives from what is more 
an historically exceptional situation than an everyday one. 

Vladimir Nabokov created a comparable exceptional situation 
thirty years earlier in his novel Bend Sinister. The protagonist 

of this novel, the philosopher Adam Krug, likewise endures 
the torture imposed by a dictatorship - which in Nabokov combines 

the features of fascism with those of bolshevism and philistinism. 
At the end of the novel, Krug goes insane after a last dream 
of "heartrending softness"10 that is likewise characterized by 

the experience of timelessness. The ensuing insanity is the 
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author's gift to his protagonist; it means salvation from a no 

longer bearable reality: 

It was at that moment, just after Krug had fallen through 
the bottom of a confused dream and sat up on the straw with 
a gasp - and just before his reality, his remembered hideous 
misfortune could pounce upon him - lt was then that I felt 
a pang of pity for Adam and slid towards him along an in
clined beam of pale light - causing instantaneous madness, 
but at least saving him from the senseless agony of his 
logical fate. (p . 233) 

As the preface to the novel makes clear, the "I- in the text 
is not a narrator, but the author himself. Nabokov himself is 

overcome.by pity for his protagonist as he tells the tale of 
Adam Krug. So he calls into question the illusion of reality 
in the novel and moves towards Krug on his pallet on a fictiva 
ray of sunlight, but unlike God in Michelangelo's Sistine Chapel, 
not to give his Adam over to life, but to save him from it with 

the help of fiction. This intervention of the author in the 
novel enabled this reader, at least, to read and evaluate the 
preceding two texts differently than before. 

What Nabokov could do, I could do too . If Nabokov could send 
his protagonist a last deliverance dream just before he slipped 

into insanity, I could decide that the inmates of Auschwitz 

always had pleasant dreams . That these inmates are almost all 
dead and can no longer testlfy as to the nature of their dreams 
at the time, even lent my decision consistency. But not only 
was I able to decide in favor of sweet dreams; it even seemed 
to me that I was supposed to. For, as I have said, these 
deliv~ance dreams seemed to me to guarantee the ultimately 
indestructible humanity of the dreamers, while my ability to 
deny the camp guards pleasant dreams deprived them of humanity. 

The individual reading cen thus aspire to the status of new 

cultural text in that one's own fingerprint on the page can, 

so to speak, touch upon larger matters - if only for a moment . 
As regards its truth value, to be sure, this individual reading 
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must remain a matter of autobiographical whimsy. If it aspired 
to more, it would immediately encounter certain limitations. 
One such would derive from the fact that the group of bad-dream 
dreamers is defined negatively, i. e., only by contrast. Not 

all of those who were denied pleasant dreams - privileged 

prisoners like the secretary cited by Beradt - should for that 
reason be denied humanity. Another limitation would result 

from the fact that such deliverance dreams should also be 
attributed to similar sufferers in other countries at other 
times. That is, if this reading did not remain entirely personal, 
it would seem to imply that it is impossible anyway to deny 

human beings their humanity, even under the most extreme 

circumstances. Other limitations could be named, but the point 
has been made: any reading indebted to the New Historicism 

constantly has to question its own premises and make that 

hermeneutic awareness part of its text . 

My reading has tried to link three texts, two literary (Sophie's 
Choice and Bend Sinister) and one historical (Das Dritte Reich 
des Traums) . The linkage was attempted in reverse chronological 
order: the last text, Bend Sinister, appeared about thirty years 

before the first, Sophie's Choice. The form of the linkage was 
autob~ographical. It produced an individual reading of the three 
texts with the intent of producing a new cultural text. In the 
process, the two literary texts demonstrated their potential 
to effect change: Nabokov's earlier text could be seen as an 

answer to Styron's later text because Nabokov disragarded the 
rules of plausibility within his fictional world and brought 
about a metafictional turn of events, i. e., one that is inde
pendent of narrative time. That deliverance dreams in concen
tration camps can also be characterized as timeless, according 
to Koselleck, linked the historical and the literary observation. 
Timelessness, both in the literary and in the historical context, 

must be understood as the cessation of the subjective sense of 
time. Thus, interdisciplinarity in this reading became an in-
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dlspensable prerequIsIte rather than an lntended aim lnsofar 

as only a preceding reflectlon on h1storlcal t1me in lts 
documentary sense on the one hand, and 1tS eXlstentlal sense 

on the other, could provlde the basls for establishlng a 

lInkage between these literary and historlcal texts 1n the 

f1rst place . 

The necesslty to put things lnto proper perspectlve is inherent 

in such an approach. This must be done f1rst w1th regard to the 
object of study. It 1S noteworthy that both literary texts, 

although their authors are Americans (one could argue over 

Nabokov perhaps), do not deal wlth American affairs, but with 

European, in part1cular German affa1rs. This 1S not unusual 

in contemporary American literature. The Th1rd Reich has been 
the theme of novels by Walter Abish, Don DelIllo, Will1am H. 

Gass, Thomas Pynchon and Rosmar1e Waldrop, to name but a few. 

This means that the object of American Studies, the culture 

and civilization of the United States, is, paradox1cally, no 

longer restricted to tha United States as subject matter . In

stead, AmerIcan texts must be seen more and more as overerching 

cultural texts. Second, any method indebted to the New Histor

icism must itself be put in proper perspective, reflect1ng the 

fact that it is usable but uncerta1n 1n its results . Interest 

clearly seems to supplant truth . Yet this Interest must be 
kept allve more by the inner conslstency of the argument than 

by adducing external facts. Thus the New Historlclsm d1ffers 

radically from the Old Historicism as 1t was developed 1n the 

19th century . In sp1te of ltS limitat1ons, the phllosoph1cal 

leanings of the New Hlstorlc1sm strike me as able to impart 

new impulses to American Stud1es at the present tIme and lead 

the discipline out of its provinciality - even at the r1sk of 

German American Studies becomIng a klnd of gUlnea plg for the 

approaching discipline of European Stud1es . 
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