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The power of the past: nationalism
and archaeology in 20th century Germany

Bettina Arnold?

Archaeologists act both as curators and interpreters ot collective memory as represented by
the material record ot past human populations. The significance of archaeological evidence to
political systems is demonstrated by the trequency with which such evidence is used to lend
authority to nationalist movements. The creation of ethnic identity in modern Germany is
a particularly good example. This process 1s 1dentitiable in the late 19th century at the end ot the
Napoleonic wars, acquires fascist permutations in the early 20th century with the work of the
linguist-turned-prehistorian Gustat Kossinna, becomes a cornerstone ot the National Socialist
regime, and finally enters a less overtly politicized phase atter World War II. This phase seems to
have reached another crisis point tollowing German unification and the creation of the EEC. The
rising tide ot nationalism and ethnic separatism throughout Europe is in part a response to the
perceived threat ot cultural homogenization, and the emphasis in archaeological research on
regional developments and autochthonous developments in prehistory retlects this uneasiness. In
many of the eastern European nations, including the tormer Soviet Union, a potent mix ot
xenophobia, resentment and nostalgia 1s combining with economic hardship in a way reminiscent
ot post-World War I Germany. Signiticantly, identitying ethnic groups in the archaeological
record has become en vogue again as European nations struggle to redetine their identities in the
aftermath of the Cold War. German archaeology provides the kind of historical time depth which

makes a close deconstruction of the relationship between ethnic identity, nationalism and
archaeology possible.
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In the most literal sense, archaeologists are in the business of defining people in
the present by reconstructing the past. Archaeologists act as both custodians and
interpreters ot collective memory as represented in the material record of past
human behavior. This view 1s supported by the frequency with which archaeological

data are used to lend authority and legitimacy to political movements, including
those ot ethnic minorities.
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The need to establish boundaries, to detine oneselt as belonging to an in-group
distinct from non-in- -groups, who come to represent the Other, 1s a universal
phenomenon. I am not going to get involved in the debate over whether this tendency
to create boundaries is primarily natural or prlmarlly cultural. For the purposes of this
discussion the distinction, though 1nterest1ng, 1S ummportant What 1s clear is that
such behavior is documented to varying degrees in all cultures, past and present.
Archaeologists, particularly in the U.S. and Great Britain, have made use of social
anthropological approaches to the subject of ethnic identity in order to develop
a methodology tor interpreting patterns in the archaeological record. The work of
Wobst (1977) on eastern European tolk costume as a system of communicating in-
eroup membership, and Hodder’s (1979) research among the Lozi in West Zambia,
are two early examples. Earlier attempts to establish ethnic boundaries on the basis
of material culture distributions by prehistorians like Childe have been discussed
in detail elsewhere (most recently by Jones, 1997), so I will refrain from replicating
those studies here. '

Material culture patterning in the archaeological record was first exphlcitly
applied to the identification ot ethnic groups by the German linguist-turned-
archaeologist Gustat Kossinna 1n the early twentieth century (Arnold 1990; Veit 1984,
1989). He attempted to use archaeological evidence tor prehistoric ethnic “territories”
to intluence the carving up ot Europe atter the German surrender in 1918. Since then
the potency of archaeological evidence in arguments over territory has been
repeatedly exploited by many ditterent groups, trom Native Americans and
Australian aborigines in land claim disputes, to Saddam Hussein’s invasion ot Kuwait.

There are several reasons why archaeology 1s particularly susceptible to such
political manipulation. First, there 1s the problem ot the scale ot in-groups 1n the 20th
century. Anderson (1983) has argued that no true communities are larger than tace-to-
face primordial wvillages. All other communities are imagined. For many urban
populations today, the imagined community, in many cases detined along ethnic lines,
1s the only significant in-group. Continuity and belonging in such imagined
communities require a greater time depth to link members to one another.
Archaeological evidence provides such a time depth, and this 1s what gives 1t such
weight 1n disputes over occupational continuity and territorial boundaries than
historical sources. Aboriginal sign posts in Australia shortly after the excavation and
dating ot the Lake Mungo burials, tor example, proclaimed “40 ooo years and still
counting!”. Second, that very time depth ensures that a certain subjectivity will
inevitably be part of any Interpretation of the evidence, making archaeologmal data
easy prey to distortion.

‘What most apphcauons ot archaeologlcal research to the construction of
a political present have in common is that they make expedlent use of the data
available. Intormation which 1s tavorable to the political agenda in question 1is
emphasized, evidence which does not support that agenda 1s marginalized or
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suppressed. In some cases, evidence is tabricated. There 1s usually little interest on
the part of political systems in what actually happened in the past, as long as there is
some data which can be protitably applied in the present. '

This can be demonstrated by the recent reaction to the Smithsonian Institution’s
soth anniversary exhibition ot the Enola Gay, the plane that dropped the bombs on
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The exhibit installation, planned tor 1995, ran into heated
opposition on the part of a number ot interest groups claiming to be ottended by the
content ot the project. There 1s no doubt that the onginal “script” of the exhibit was
critical of the policy decisions made by the United States in the months before the
bombs were dropped on Japan, but the historical accuracy ot the original exhibit was
supported by the work ot literally hundreds of respected scholars in a wide range ot
tields. Nevertheless, the original exhibit was revised, some would say censored and
sanitized, and several ot the individuals involved in the design ot the original exhibit
lost their jobs as a result of the political pressure put on the Institution. Speaker of the
House Newt Gingrich could have been quoting a script from one ot Heinrich
Himmler’s speeches when he voiced his gratitication at the “sanitization” ot the
original exhibit script: “A much more limited exhibit 1s going to be there, and [that]
it’s going to be one which every American, and trankly every citizen of the planet, can
be proud ot” (Vulliamy 1995). Subtext: A past ot which one cannot be proud should
not be exhibited, whether or not it is “true”. This example is being cited to make two
(obvious?) points:

1) Political systems are expedient when 1t comes to their support ot research that
presents the past to the public; their interest is usually 1n a “usable” past;

2) Abuse ot the past tor political purposes in the present is not restricted to
obviously totalitarian regimes like Nazi Germany.

This brings us to the question of the responsibility taced by the archaeologist
excavating, analyzing and publishing his or her data. Once published, the
archaeologist has little or no control over how that data will be applied. A good
recent example 1s Martin Bernal’s publication Black Athena (1987), in which he
argues that Greek civilization was signiticantly intluenced by Atfrican (notably
Egyptian) as well as Near Eastern (i.e., Semitic) cultures, and that the

“Europeanization” of Greek culture 1s a product of 19th and 20th century racist and
nationalist reconstructions of the past. Ironically, the book has become the
cornerstone of an Afro-centric curriculum in many U.S. schools in a way which was
not intended by the author, and 1s trequently cited by racially motivated demagogues
like Lionel Jettries and others. It has also sparked a lively and on-going debate among
scholars ot Classical antiquity (Letkowitz and Rogers 1996).

‘Another recent example is the resurrection of ethnic archaeology in Europe,
which some see as a reaction against the creation ot the European Community and
the perceived homogenization of European culture. This phenomenon is manifesting
itselt in ditferent ways. Archaeologists in eastern Europe have called attention
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recently to the misuse of archaeology by the press in the former Soviet republics in
support ot overtly political agendas. In Estonia, for example, territorial disagreements
‘with Russia are met with the statement that “Finno-Ugrians were here long before
the Slavs”, whereas in Russia the emphasis 1s on the superiority of the Slavs over the
indigenous Finns (Ligi 1993:32). Both sides make use of archaeological evidence to
support their claims; in some cases, they cite the same evidence.

Archaeology informs ethnicity. It ethnieity can be recognized in archaeological
assemblages, then archaeology acquires political signiticance. The questions of
causality and motivation cannot be avoided here: 1s a tocus on the archaeology ot
ethnicity currently on the increase atter decades of avoidance because nationalist
movements worldwide are gaining momentum, or are we anticipating the need for
a reasoned approach to the subject in the hope ot intluencing, or perhaps simply
understanding, the course ot political events? In other words, are archaeologists
being reactive or proactive in taking a renewed interest in this topic?

The problem ot detfinitions needs to be addressed as well. What exactly 1s meant
by the term “ethnicity”, taken out ot context and within specific contexts? Are
archaeologists using the term in the same way today as it was used by prehistorians
in, for example, the 1920’s? How 1s the term “ethnicity” used in contemporary society
outside the realm ot prehistoric archaeology, and how does this compare to
archaeologists’ uses of the term? How do archaeologists deal with the tact that it 1s
possible for a single person, in difterent contexts and in the course of a litetime, to be
a member ot several ditterent social groups and theretore to incorporate more than
one ethnic group or cultural identity simultaneously, some of which may even
contradict one another?

The term “ethnicity” 1s used expediently in modern discourse, as is illustrated by
a briet survey of recent articles in the “New York Times”. It can be equated with
religious belief, as in the case of India’s Hindu nationalist group Shiv Sena, which views
the Indian population in diametnically opposed terms as either Hindu or non-Hindu
(NYT 11/3/95:A1,A6). It can also be equated with race, as in the case ot Kenneth Jenkins,
the recently suspended president ot the NAACP in Yonkers, New York, who was
educated in a predominantly white parochial school and is quoted as saying: “I worked
hard at school to keep up my ethnicity. I wanted to stay black” (INYT 11/6/95:Br2).

Ethnicity also can be detined primarily in terms of language. A recent “National
Geographic” article on the Basques reters to them as “Europe’s oldest ethnic group”
(Abercrombie 1995:96). The article makes explicit reference to the archaeological
record as the basis tor Basque claims ot cultural continuity going back to the Neolithic
and states that “...it 1s their ancient mother tongue that truly unites them...” (Ibid.:85).

My topic 1s the relationship between nationalism, ethnicity and archaeology in
the evolution of the German nation-state. I am using the term “nation” in its most
ceneral sense, as detined by Kellas (1991:2): a group ot people who teel themselves to
be a community bound by ties of history, culture and common ancestry. Is
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“nationalism” possible without notions ot “ethnicity”? Is nationalism the inevitable
result ot the creation of ethnic identity in the post-industrial state? How do
nationalist agendas atfect archaeological interpretation and how do the results ot
archaeological research attect nationalist agendas?

At a time when most educational institutions in the U.S. and in Europe tace
severe funding cuts in the humanities and social sciences, I believe archaeologists have
an obligation to tight tor the survival ot their discipline. Not just out ot selt-
preservation, but because the study ot the human past 1s not a “luxury” which a society
itent on “down-sizing” can attord to jettison. At the same time I hope to show that
it 1s because ot the potential political power ot the past that the way in which
archaeological research 1s conducted is particularly important. This discussion tocuses
on a specitic example ot how the past, in the torm ot archaeological research, can be
used to construct an expedient political present. My goal 1s to make a case tor the
significance of archaeological research within a larger social context, in a world which
1s being increasingly tragmented by ethnic strite. The work I have been doing on the
symbiotic relationship between archaeology and politics in the context ot Nazi
Germany illustrates the impact the discipline has always had on socio-political
developments 1n all societies which study their own past. By extension, this work also
has implications tor current and tuture developments not just in anthropology but in
society as a whole. The German example 1s useful as a case study because the
exploitation of the past tor political purposes was especially blatant there within the
last century. This throws into stark reliet the relationship between archaeology, history,
nationalism and the modern nation-state.

Gellner (1983) and others have argued that the term “ethnicity” can only be
applied to post-industrial societies. It German nationalism became possible only with
the appearance ot a German ethnic identity, which was 1n turn dependent on the
creation of the first German state, then let us turn to the year 1871. This was
a watershed year tor several reasons. It marked the end ot the Franco-Prussian war as
well as the end of French hegemony in Europe. France lost the Alsace-Lorraine region
and was subjected to debilitating indemnities. 1871 also witnessed the creation ot
a unified Germany, an “imagined community” in Anderson’s sense of the term (1983).

The birth of a nation 1s usually accompanied by a sense of insecurity and
a scramble for a cloak of symbolism with which to cover the newly hatched state’s
nakedness. One of the first acts of 4 new state is the construction of monuments to
commemorate recent victories and to establish links with a past which 1s ot necessity
largely mythical. Monuments are artificial and multivalent constructs produced by
the human imagination. They operate as vehicles ot cultural expression on two
levels: they incorporate both conscious and unconscious selt-representation. In 1871
there was no symbol or complex ot symbols that could be said to represent a unitied
Germany for all Germans. No such concept had previously existed, yet the task ot
the leaders of the new nation was to create the impression that it had. The emergent
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state had to be represented as the inevitable culmination ot cultural continuity,
a direct conduit to a preferably glorious past. A common history, a German history,
had to be forcibly extracted trom the past, created in the image ot the new nation-
state. The way this was done in the decades trom Bismarck to Hitler illuminates the
question of what national symbols based on archaeological evidence mean in more
general terms, and how they retlect and transtorm a culture’s image of 1itselt.

A particularly good example ot such an expediently constructed national symbol
1s the Hermann monument, erected in honor of the “superhero ot the Germanic
tribes, the citizen of Rome who had rediscovered his blood loyalty and led his people
to victory over three Roman legions in 9 AD” (Schama 1995:87). The colossal statue
erected on the Groteburg oppidum in Detmold 1n 1875 was one of a number of
monumental sculptures dating to the mid-igth century, including the statue ot
Germania in Ridesheim, the Vercingetorix monument erected at the site of Alésia
(Dietler 1994), the statue ot Jesus in Rio de Janeiro, and the statue ot Liberty in New
York Harbor. The Hermann monument was intended to commemorate the German
victory over the French and Napoleon as well as the end of Roman imperialism 1n
northeastern Europe. The two episodes of toreign (and specitically Mediterranean)
occupation were combined in this monument to the new German state.

Arminius/Hermann was described by the Roman author Tacitus in a highly
romanticized account as the first liberator ot Free Germany. Schama, on the other
hand, calls Tacitus’ account ot the German people and their history “a backhanded
compliment from Civilization to Barbarism” (1995:76); this sums up the nature ot
the discourse nicely. What 1s undeniable 1s the importance ot Arminius, the man and
the myth, to German nationalism. Since the 16th century rediscovery ot Tacitus’
writings on the Germans in a monastery in Corvey, not tar tfrom Detmold, Arminius
has been immortalized in over 7§ German poems, plays, and prose pieces ranging
from well-known writers like von Kleist to relatively obscure German literary
figures. Until recently the actual location ot the battle was unknown, but excavations
conducted over the past tew years have produced evidence suggesting that the
encounter occurred about 8o kilometers to the north and west of the modern
monument, near a town called Kalkriese (Berger, Franzius and Schliiter 1990).

Here we have a particularly good example ot the symbiotic relationship between
archaeology, ethnicity, and nationalism. Three legions were destroyed by a German tribal
confederacy in 9 AD. Whether that contederacy was led by the son ot a Cheruscan
chieftain trained in Rome and in the Roman army and given the romanized name
Arminius 1s an open question. Tacitus’ motives 1n recounting the events ot 9 AD are
highly suspect. The ethnic distinctions between Roman and German Tacitus assigned to
the principals 1n this drama were very caretully chosen to support his critique of what he
saw as the decay of Roman morals and of Roman society in general. Tacitus was not
interested in creating an ethnography ot the German people in modern terms, or in
presenting an accurate portrait of a German leader or ot Germanic “culture”.
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Excavations at the probable site of the battle raise additional questions. By
90 AD non-Italians constituted a large percentage ot the Roman military, including
commanding officers. The Roman military machine required standardization of
uniforms, weapons and conduct, so it is ditficult to identity non-Itallan Roman
soldiers in the archaeological record. The artitacts discovered at the site in
Kalkriese thus far include parade armor, amulets, projectiles and other implements
typical of Roman military material culture. Untortunately they tell us nothing
about the ethnic identity of the owners. We cannot even say for certain that all the
objects of Roman military type found at the site were necessarily in the possession
of individuals actually in the army at the time. Germanic and Celtic tribals
certainly took Roman equipment with them when they lett the Roman army, and
it is equally likely that weapons and other objects were captured regularly as booty
by groups engaged in the guerilla wartare that plagued all Roman military
installations on the right banks of the Rhine. Here again the extreme ambiguity of
material culture as an accurate indicator of ethnicity is demonstrated particularly
well. Everything about the Hermann monument underscores its uncertain
credentials as a national symbol. Then again, an imagined national hero seems an
appropriate choice for the ultimate imagined community, which 19th century
Germany certainly was.

Why was Arminius/Hermann such an important focus ot German nationalism
in the 19th century? By 1875 the French had appropriated Charlemagne and
resurrected Vercingetorix. The British had more or less created King Arthur.
‘Arminius was Germany’s answer to this competitive display of national symbols.
Since its initial conception was expedient, it is not surprising that the meaning ot this
national symbol has changed repeatedly since the 19th century. In the 1930s Arminius
was described in a school textbook as the personification ot the power that has
repeatedly saved Germany from her enemies, the great hero trom the Teutoburg
Forest without whom Germans would have been romanized and mixed with
foreigners. If 1t had not been tor Arminius, “there would be no German race or
language today, there would be no German nation” (Ocklitz 1935:16).

Two periods of foreign domination, Roman and French, were consciously linked
in the form of the statue. The corner stone ceremony in 1841 was a major occasion.
Two cannons captured at the battle of Waterloo 26 years earlier were dragged to the
summit of the Groteburg, and a salute*was fired while a local chorus sang Was ist des
Deutschen Vaterland? by Ernst Moritz Arndt. The inscription on Arminius’ sword
reads “Germany’s unity is my strength, my strength is Germany’s might”, and
engraved on his shield are the words “Forever faithtul”. In one ot the basal niches over
a bronze relief of Kaiser Wilhelm I (cast from yet another captured Waterloo cannon)
is the following inscription: “He who united the long separated tribes with a strong
hand. He who victoriously overcame French might and malice. He who leads long
lost sons home to the German Reich, he is like to Armin, the liberator”.
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monument to the New World testities to the durability ot this national symbol tor
Germans the world over. A smaller version ot the original statue was constructed 1n
the prairie town of New Ulm, Minnesota by Julius Berndt (Fig. 1) thirteen years atter
the dedication ceremony in Detmold, paid tor mainly by the tundraising ettorts ot the
Sons of Hermann organizations throughout the United States; 1t was completed 1n
1897 (Koelpin 1988).

There are a number of interesting differences between the two statues which
illustrate the expedient use of the past for political purposes especially nicely. The
Detmold monument represents a young man (Arminius was about 27 years old at the
time of the battle in 9 AD) with a young man’s beard, while the New Ulm Hermann
sports the full, spade-shaped beard of a mature man, very much in the image ot the
19th century German-American male immigrant. The Detmold statue 1s portrayed
with one foot planted on a Roman eagle and tasces, the symbol ot Roman rule.
However, since the eagle is the symbol of the United States government, Berndt had
to come up with an alternative tor his New Ulm Hermann, who stands on a Roman
helmet 1nstead.

Ironically, the New World Hermann monument, which in its original context
had represented the liberation of a “barbarian” tribal people trom a colonizing
“civilized” culture, was erected by
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