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Description 
This course discusses the major movements and ideas that characterized the culture of Central 
Europe from the 19th century to the beginning of World War II by studying them in the political context 
that birthed them. The course is based on the assumption that culture and ideas are born at times of 
crisis, are defined by a looming sense of threat, and are created by the “uneasiness in civilization” 
(Freud). It is this interaction between socio-political circumstances and cultural movements that is at 
the core of the analyses developed in class.  
 
Particular emphasis is placed on the main cultural movements and political ideas that originated in 
the two German capitals, Berlin and Vienna, as the products of specific political circumstances. This 
course studies their interaction, from imitation to outright hostility and rejection, and the relationship 
between the German and non-German elements of the Habsburg empire, as manifested in Budapest 
and especially in Prague.  
 
This class analyses the ways in which European literature, philosophy, music, visual arts of the 20th 
century were in fact largely shaped in and by the specific context of Central Europe in the long 19th 
century and are a still-present legacy. It therefore complements the Traveling Seminar and students’ 
independent travel in the region.   
 
Objectives 
Through their participation in this course, students: 

• Gain familiarity with the major political and cultural movements that originated in Germanic 
and Danubian Europe (Mitteleuropa), with the way they materialized in art (works of fiction, 
philosophical texts, paintings, architecture…) and with their consequences.  

• Experience the legacy of this specific culture in Prague and Central Europe.  
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Course Requirements 
Students are expected to attend all classes as well as field trips and guest lectures. Attendance 
requirements are outlined in the CET Attendance Policy. 
 
The course is divided between lectures by the instructor to clarify the historical context and in-class 
presentations and discussions. Students are expected to have read all assigned materials prior to 
class, and to come prepared to actively participate.  
 
Graded assignments include: 

• Two short tests on the major concepts and ideas, consisting of 5 short-answer questions 
each.  

• A short presentation on one of the readings. The presentation should include a short 
Powerpoint (5-10 slides) which will outline the main biographical elements relative to the 
author, a presentation of the work, and a precise analysis of the text (structure, main ideas 
and, eventually, consequences).  

• Midterm and Final exams, including essay questions related to the readings and the 
material discussed in class.  

• A research paper. Students choose a research topic according to their interests, in 
consultation with the instructor. The research paper assignment is divided into three 
specific assignments:  
 Topic and bibliography: this assignment should include a proposed title, a 

paragraph describing the content of the paper and a bibliography presented in the 
Chicago format. It should include a minimum of 7 references for a total length of 
about 200 pages of reading. The bibliography may be revised after the students 
have received feedback on this assignment.  

 Outline: this assignment should include the definitive title of the paper, a written 
introduction, a presentation of the structure of the paper divided in paragraphs and 
sub-paragraphs. It must outline the progression of the argument and mention the 
sources used for each paragraph. A revised bibliography can be included, but this 
is optional.  

 Final paper 
 

Grading 
The final grade is determined as follows: 
 
Two short tests on the major concepts and ideas    10 % (5% each) 
Preparation and participation in class     10% 
Presentation on a reading and its author     10% 
Mid-term exam        15% 
Final exam        15% 
Research paper        40%  
(divided as follows: Topic and bibliography 5%, outline 10% final paper 25%) 
 
Readings 
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Outline of Course Content 
 
Topic 1 - Introduction and Definitions 

• What is a crisis? The relation between crisis and creation 
• Heraclitus: “Fragment 53” 
• What is “Mitteleuropa”? The influence of German politics and culture on Central Europe 
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Topic 2 - The Enlightenment and Its Consequences 
• The German Aufklärung 
• Enlightened absolutism  
• German romanticism and the rejection of reason: the notion of Volk 
• German nationalism 

 
Topic 3 - “Gott erhalte?”: Nationalism in Central Europe 

• The influence of the philosophy of the Volksgeist: What is a Volk? What is a nation?   
• Nationalist movements in Central Europe and the reaction of the Habsburg empire 
• Are Hungarian and Czech nationalism anti-German?  
• The revolution of 1848 and its consequences 
• Slav vs. Germans 

 
Topic 4 - Vienna Fin-de-siècle 

• Politics in Vienna and the culture of hypocrisy: the official and the hidden 
• Birth of psychoanalysis 
• Official and secession art 

  
Topic 5 - Nationalism and Politics in the German World: The Coming of WWI 

• The unification of Germany under Bismarck: a nationalist achievement?  
• The creation of a new society based on military values (the Wilhelmine society and its 

impact on Austria-Hungary) 
• Balance power vs. Weltpolitik 

 
Topic 6 - The White Man’s Burden?  

• Threat to the “superiority of the White Man” 
• Colonialism and the Congress of Berlin, echoes of the Congo 
• Preserving the race and the Volksgemeinschaft: Eugenics and antisemitism 
• Austrian antisemitism and the adoption of a German identity (“Away-from-Rome” 

movement) 
  
Topic 7 - Jewish Reaction to Antisemitism: Assimilation, Jewish Self-hatred or Nationalism?  

• Assimilation at the turn of the century 
• Jewish population and literature in Prague 
• The birth of Jewish nationalism 
• The phenomenon of Jewish self-hatred 

 
Topic 8 - Finis Austriae 

• World War I and the end of the Habsburg empire 
• The post-WWI European order: Prague and Budapest as capitals 
• Austria, “the state that nobody wanted” 

 
Topic 9 - Weimar Germany 

• Complicated birth of the Republic 
• Constitutional and political issues 
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• Early crises and anti-republicanism 
• War and the broken bodies 
• Man vs. the metropolis 
• Expressionism in literature and art 
• Berlin: Art, addictions and sexuality  

 
Topic 10 - The Rise of Fascism: Central Europe in the 1930s 

• Ideology of fascism 
• The end of Weimar 
• Austro-fascism and Hungary in the 1930s 
• Was there a Czechoslovak exception?  
• The role of propaganda 

 
Topic 11 - The Totalitarian State 

• The creation of a totalitarian state 
• The ideology of living space and National Socialist Foreign Policy until 1939 

  
Topic 12 - World War II and Its Consequences 

• A brief overview of World War II 
• The Holocaust: a consequence of the culture of crisis?  
• Bearing Witness 

   
Topic 13 - A Summary: Politics, Ideas, and Culture in Prague 

• Field trip: How did the ideas studied in class materialize in the Prague urban landscape?  
 


