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Historical Biographical Research
von Levke Harders

1. Introduction

„Jetzt schießen, mit und ohne Komfort, / die Biographien aus dem Boden hervor: / Kaiser Gustav

der Heizbare; Fürstenberg; / der Herzbesitzer von Heidelberg; / […] / sie alle bekommen ihre

Biographie / (mit Bild auf dem Umschlag) – jetzt oder nie! / Heute so dick wie ein Lexikon, / und

morgen spricht kein Mensch mehr davon.“

“Now, with or without comfort, / biographies are springing up like mushrooms: / Emperor Gustav

the Heater; Fürstenberg; / the heart owner of Heidelberg; / [...] / they all get their biography / (with

a picture on the cover) – now or never! / Today as thick as an encyclopaedia, / and on the next day

no one talks about them anymore.”[1]

Kurt Tucholsky wrote this ironic poem in 1927, referring to the heated debate in German-speaking

countries (and beyond) between representatives of academic and popular historical biographies.

This discussion about biographies has lost none of its relevance, just as biographies themselves

have not lost theirs. For historical scholarship in general and contemporary history in particular,

the genre of biography is an important avenue of approach: recent years have seen the publication

of a large number of historical biographies, and the latest boom has occasioned theoretical and

methodological discussions across the disciplines.

Current research defines biographies as the “presentation and interpretation of an individual life

within history,”[2] as “an individual life story that encompasses both the external course of life and

intellectual and psychological development,”[3] or as “a textual representation of a life” in which “a

real person” is always at the centre. Biographies are thus what we might call narratives of reality.[4]

Historian Cornelia Rauh has vividly described biographical works as “the efforts of historians to

reflect on the relationship between the individual and society, and about the relevance attributed

to ‘real people’ — significant and ordinary, known and unknown, men and women — in the

historical process through representation and theoretical reflection.”[5]

Understood in this way, biographies in the narrower sense refer neither to one’s own life story

(autobiography, memoirs) nor to texts that use the term for inanimate objects or the like.[6] In

recent years, worthwhile literary and historical overviews of the history and genre of biography

have been published in both German- and English-speaking countries.[7] Biography is a literary

and academic genre that only becomes a conceptual approach to historical science through the
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process of theoretical and methodological reflection. A biographical perspective can help to

explore structural factors, subjectification processes, modes of action and motivations in history.

Biography as actor-centred historiography offers the opportunity to discuss, at the level of both

content and theory, questions of representativeness and scope for action.

This article begins with an overview of the development of biography in (German- and English-

language) historical studies. I then discuss the popularity (and limitations) of the genre and

present selected current fields of research in biography that are devoted to “new” subjects and

topics. After providing some comments on the writing of biographies, I conclude with an appeal to

use biographies to decentre history.

2. History and Biography

2.1 Debates and trends

Tucholsky’s intervention a hundred years ago concerned both the genre as a literary art form and

the role of the individual in history, not to mention political viewpoints.[8] Academic historians

considered best-selling historical biographies to be unscientific, saw them as a threat to historical

scholarship, and perceived this development as a crisis. Nevertheless, biographies continued to be

written in the historical sciences.[9]

The (academic) criticism of popular biographies led to an internal discussion about the genre,

which continued steadily, albeit not always with the same intensity, initially particularly in the

Anglo-American world and, in the last 20 to 30 years, also in German-speaking historical studies.

[10] Seventy years after Tucholsky, literary critic Stanley Fish took a similarly negative view of the

genre, albeit in less cheerful terms: “Biographers [...] can only be inauthentic, can only get it wrong,

can only lie, can only substitute their own story for the story of their announced subject. […]

Biography, in short, is a bad game, and the wonder is that so many are playing it and that so many

others are watching it and spending time that might be better spent on more edifying spectacles

like politics and professional wrestling.”[11]

Has too little changed since earlier considerations, despite the ongoing debate about biographical

narrative – represented in Great Britain primarily by Samuel Johnson and James Boswell, and in

German-speaking countries by Johann Gustav Droysen?[12] Biographies themselves have existed

since ancient times, and biographies as a genre have been the subject of reflection since at least

the Early Modern period.[13]

Sociopolitical and cultural changes after the First World War led to a transformation of the

biography genre in Germanophone and other European countries, as well as in the USA.

2 of 42

https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Wiede_subjekt_und_subjektivierung_v3_de_2020
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Wiede_subjekt_und_subjektivierung_v3_de_2020


Biographies enjoyed great popularity in Germany, the new biography was an economic success in

Great Britain and the USA.[14] This new variation on the biography bore greater parallels to

fictional writing and moved from pure description to an interpretation of the life being portrayed.

The interplay between life and work, especially in biographies of writers, became the focus of

attention.[15] After this upswing in the 1920s, biographies continued to be published – often as

hagiographies – but the genre lost scholarly significance in English- and German-speaking

countries: in the USA due to the dominance of the literary paradigm of new criticism, social history

and intellectual history, and in Germany due to the caesura of National Socialism, as

representatives of cultural-historical perspectives were expelled, persecuted and murdered.

The socio-historical approaches that dominated from the 1960s onwards focused on collective

social structures, while individuals and their scope for action were understood as having less

historical significance.[16] Hans-Ulrich Wehler noted: “If history is concerned with general

structures and processes on the one hand and individual actions and decisions on the other, [...]

historical science [...] can help to identify important structural conditions and procedural

developments that are worth knowing in themselves, but at the same time set limits that are

difficult for individuals or groups to transcend in their intentional actions [...].”[17]

Historical subjects – the focus of biographies – therefore initially lost importance in specialist

academic discussions in German-speaking countries. However, the historical social sciences led to

theoretical and methodological developments that had a positive influence on biographical

studies from the 1980s onwards, as socialisation and structural influences were incorporated more

strongly into the analysis in order to examine the extent to which individuals “take up the existing

structures and actively reproduce or change them”.[18]

While biographies remained a popular genre in the United States in the twentieth century,

theoretical and methodological debates only intensified again there from the late 1970s onwards,

leading, among other things, to the slow institutionalisation of biographical research (see

Institutionalisation of biographical research). Influential anthologies[19] and monographs on

biography were published. Leon Edel, for example, proposed a renewal of the new biography and

combined biography with literary criticism and a psychoanalytical approach in order to

comprehend the thinking and the unconscious of biographical subjects. Although Edel’s

psychological approach was influential in the Anglo-American world, it was also criticised by other

biographers.[20] The debates of the 1980s and the theoretical approaches of literary and historical

studies in the 1990s led to a pluralisation of biography in the USA, with poststructuralist, feminist

and postcolonial theories in particular contributing to the transformation of the genre, since “the

‘coherence’ and ‘continuity’ of ‘the person’ [...]” are, according to Judith Butler, “socially instituted

and maintained norms of intelligibility.”[21] For biography, this means that if individuals can no
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longer be seen (only) as intentionally acting subjects, and life stories are understood as

constructions, the classic retelling of a life story no longer works. Pierre Bourdieu explored this

phenomenon in his 1986 article, “The Biographical Illusion”.[22]

The illusion of biography also affects forms and norms of representation, because the mechanisms

of the genre and its conventions are reproduced, for example, by chronologically narrated

individual biographies. The social sciences were not the only field to point out that life is

fragmented and changeable, that people act differently in different fields and that, therefore, a life

is more likely to be heterogeneous than coherent.[23] The constructed nature of biographical

identity is now being taken into account more strongly, at least in biographical theory. As Simone

Lässig notes, the assumption that a life is coherent hardly applies anymore: “More and more

biographers recognise that every ‘life’ is fragmented and that each person combines several

changing roles and acts differently in different fields. Neither the individual roles nor the

corresponding fields can simply be added together and formed into a coherent whole; rather,

heterogeneity is typical of every personality.”[24]

The field of biography has expanded in the wake of criticism of the genre (expressed since the

1980s), new methodological and theoretical approaches, and intensive academic debate.[25]

Instead of portraying Western, White,[26] male subjects, the presentation of new subjects was

intended to challenge the hegemonic culture.[27] According to critics of traditional biography, this

would require, on the one hand, a change in the Eurocentric and ethnocentric perspectives of

historiography,[28] and, on the other, the inclusion of the analytical categories of race, class and

gender. In historical studies, these discussions were and are linked to approaches from the history

of everyday life, historical anthropology and gender history. Natalie Zemon Davis exemplified this

decentring of historiography in her biography of so-called Leo Africanus,[29] which responded in a

new way to the question of how to select subjects for biographies – i.e., who is “worthy” of a

biography? Her work was a consequence of a new research interest in people who had previously

played hardly any role in historical studies.[30]

The historian Angelika Schaser asserts that the genre itself is pluralistic and therefore lends itself

to new perspectives for highlighting the diversity of different life paths. At the same time, she

criticises the fact that many of her colleagues still ignore existing studies on lesser-known people:

[31] “Historical biographies reflect the pluralisation of historical science in terms of their

conception, their historical approach, their source base, the selection of persons considered

worthy of biography, and their reception. At the same time, however, the canonisation of important

biographies relevant to political history continues unabated.”[32] According to Schaser, the gender

hierarchy runs “like a red thread through historical science – and its biographies”.[33] This is

another reason why reflection on the genre of biography remains necessary.
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Image

Under the title “Woman to Go”, Dutch artist Mathilde ter Heijne printed photographs of nineteenth-century

women whose names are now forgotten on postcards. On the back, the photographer added the biographies

of completely different women who are still known today but of whom no image exists anymore. Visitors to

the exhibition can take the cards with them. Mathilde ter Heijne: “Woman to Go” (http://www.terheijne.net/

works/woman-to-go/ [30.07.2025]), photos: Library of Congress / Christine Bartlitz, 30 October 2020

At the same time, the theoretical and methodological debates since the cultural turns have had

little impact on the success of the genre; on the contrary, a look at the popular book market, as

well as academic publications in Germany and the USA, shows that biographies are being written

and sold in large numbers.[34]

By biography, we usually mean a biography of an individual person that constructs and stabilises a

(biographical) unity by depicting a life story. Many successful biographies are devoted to the

“great” men of history.[35] Cultural scientist Birgitte Possing’s analysis of historical journals in

Europe and the USA confirms that biography remains a male-dominated genre: Among the

biographical studies she reviewed, the proportion of female protagonists in 2011 was only 15 per

cent, while female authors of biographical studies accounted for 28 per cent, with female
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historians mostly working on women, and male historians even more frequently on men, especially

political figures and intellectuals.[36] In any case, the genre is far from “exhausted”[37]; as Angelika

Schaser, Johanna Gehmacher and others argue, the crisis of biography – a diagnosis that is

repeatedly asserted, especially in German-speaking countries – can hardly be substantiated in

quantitative terms.[38] Gender historians in particular point out that there is no crisis in biography,

but rather that primarily male biographers repeatedly suppose that there is a crisis in order to

increase their own significance.

2.2 Institutionalisation of Biographical Research

The theoretical and methodological debates of recent decades have been accompanied by the

establishment of research centres and specialist journals. The (now) Center for Biographical

Research at the University of Hawai’i at Mānoa was founded in 1976 as the first such institution,

followed by the launch of its journal “Biography” in 1978.[39] In addition, the Autobiography Society

has been publishing “a/b: Auto/Biography Studies” since 1985, while the journal “Life Writing” has

existed since 2004.[40] The Leon Levy Centre for Biography opened at the City University of New

York in 2008 and offers a master’s degree programme.[41] In German-speaking countries, the

Institut für Geschichte und Biographie (Institute for History and Biography) at the Fernuniversität

Hagen has been publishing the journal BIOS since 1988,[42] while the scholarly network Zentrum

für Biographik (Centre for Biographical Studies) has been focusing on this topic since 2004 and the

Forschungsverbund Geschichte und Theorie der Biographie (Research Association for the History

and Theory of Biography) in Vienna since 2005 (until 2019 as the Ludwig Boltzmann Institute for the

History and Theory of Biography). In the Netherlands, the Biografie Instituut was founded in

Groningen in 2004.[43] In 1999, the International AutoBiography Association was founded, which

includes regional associations in Europe, the Americas, Africa and the Asia-Pacific region.[44] There

is also the Global Biography Working Group, which offers workshops, publications and a newsletter.

[45] As the titles of the journals and names of the professional associations show, biographies and

autobiographies are not as sharply distinguished from each other in the Anglo-American tradition

of life writing as they are in German-language (historical) scholarship.[46]
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2.3 The Appeal of the Genre

New subjects, questions, methods and forms are changing the genre of biography and at the same

time inspiring historical scholarship itself.[47] Biographies are a productive form of historiography

because they:[48]

• counteract the “weariness with a historiography that, in its sharp analysis of structures and

processes, has completely lost sight of people as subjects of their own history”;[49]

• take up current developments and thus respond to the “social and political upheavals before

and after the turn of the century”;[50]

• cater to the renewed interest in the subject (or also in “new” subjects), which is partly due to

paradigm shifts within an academic discipline;

• be combined with other research disciplines in an interdisciplinary manner: social sciences or

literary studies, gender or migration studies, postcolonial studies, oral history, history of

science or regional history, etc.;

• depict the individual in society, in their scope of action and contexts, thereby enabling an

understanding of subjectivity, the subject and subjectification (including images of oneself

and others); trace the transformability of subjects and their limits, as well as those of society;

• go beyond caesuras and common periodisations; fulfil social functions both with regard to

past processes (individual and collective memory) and with a view to the future (legitimation);

• are particularly well suited to telling

The appeal of the genre is reflected in a wide variety of formats. Barbara von Hindenburg’s study of

the members of the Prussian Landtag, for example, focuses on actors who have been neglected in

political history to date. Carolyn Steedman has written the everyday history of an English stocking

knitter; anthologies question the myth of Danton in terms of content and collective authorship, or

approach different facets of the scientist and dissident Robert Havemann.[51] Historically well-

researched graphic biographies not only combine text and images,[52] but also often reflect on the

writing or drawing of biographies, the process of selection and the (problematic) transmission of

sources.[53] In addition, there are biographically oriented feature films and documentaries,[54]

exhibitions and artistic explorations, especially in the field of (social) media, which have the

advantage of being able to circumvent chronological hierarchies.[55] The boundaries between

these formats, as well as between academic, popular science, journalistic and fictional

biographies, are becoming increasingly blurred.
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3. Newer Fields of Biographical Research

Historical biographies have been and continue to be researched, written and published both within

and outside the field of history. As a historiographical approach, the genre is particularly effective

when it is combined with current issues and innovative methods, as is presently the case in some

sub-disciplines.[56] In the following, I begin with a look at biography in political history, and the

move on to biography in postcolonial, transnational and migration research, in social and

economic history, and in gender history. These different thematic perspectives are followed by a

methodological approach to collective biography. The boundaries between these areas are fluid,

especially since many biographical studies touch on several fields of research. In addition, this

system could be supplemented by other currently productive areas of biography: the history of

science and intellectual history, as well as, in terms of specific eras, research on National Socialism

and the history of the GDR. Biographical research on the GDR is less common than on other

periods of German history, but is increasingly being used as a productive approach to East German

contemporary history[57] because, as Martin Sabrow emphasised in 2013, “the astonishing stability

of the communist social order and its sudden collapse cannot be adequately explained from a

social history perspective without taking into account the life stories of its rulers.”[58] One of the

more recent biographies on contemporary and GDR history is Ilko-Sascha Kowalczuk’s two-volume

study on Walter Ulbricht.[59]

3.1 Biographies in Political History

German-language historical biography is an established approach in the field of political history.

[60] Political historical biographies became a central component of historiography with the

emergence of history as a university subject in the 19th century, and they have not lost any of their

popularity since then. Usually told chronologically, biographies of male politicians (more rarely:

female politicians) are used, for example, as a means of explaining a period of time and its events,

[61] in particular (but not exclusively) the history of National Socialism.[62]

Other authors focus on the legend surrounding a political figure[63] or emphasise the political and

intellectual development of the protagonist, as Karl Heinrich Pohl does in his study of Gustav

Stresemann. Like many other politicians, Stresemann has been the subject of various biographies.

Pohl sought to construct a “largely unknown picture”[64] in order to “enrich, expand or question

the common image of Stresemann” by using new approaches to biographical research and cultural-

historical methods, as well as to enable consolidation and deconstruction through other sources.

[65] Instead of a purely teleological-chronological structure, Pohl organised his book along the

concepts of cultural, social, economic and political capital according to Pierre Bourdieu, enabling

him to highlight both the social conditions of Stresemann’s career and social advancement – hence
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the “border crosser” in the book’s subtitle – as well as Stresemann’s public image. In addition to

Stresemann’s position in the social field, Pohl also uses psychohistorical considerations and

incorporates his physical condition into his interpretation. A biography such as this can therefore

be productive for contemporary history by providing new ideas for current fields of research, in

this case, for example, for research into the 1920s. Currently, there are also (often shorter) studies

on actors in left-wing and right-wing political movements and transnational women’s movements,

which highlight political life paths and at the same time reconstruct the transnational

interconnections of political activism.[66]

Overall, political-historical biographies in particular have mostly exhibited – and in some cases

still feature – clear national boundaries against the backdrop of the development of nation states

and nationally organised research, thereby contributing to the reproduction of imagined

communities (Benedict Anderson) and the stabilisation of identity.[67] In addition, conventional

political-historical biographies often repeat a gender-specific separation of private and public;

women are hardly recognised as actors in their own biographies, nor do biographies about

politicians address gender relations; wives are at best mentioned briefly as marginal characters.

[68] Biographies about political figures of decolonisation, for example,[69] or about political

activists,[70] are still comparatively rare (see below). This is despite the fact that Ernst Piper’s

biography of Rosa Luxemburg, as well as Karina Urbach’s study of Queen Victoria, which has been

reprinted and expanded several times, show that scientifically sound, readable biographies about

female politicians and rulers can be written and sold in large numbers.[71]
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Image

Political history biography of Willy Brandt, Bielefeld University Library 2019. Photo: Levke Harders, licence: CC

BY-NC-SA 4.0

3.2 Transnational, Postcolonial and Migration Biographies

Transnational, postcolonial and migration biographies examine transgressive life stories, because

people have always crossed national, linguistic and “cultural” boundaries. Outside of exile

research, there were initially few biographical studies on mobile lives.[72] For some time now,

however, global and postcolonial historiography has been inspiring biographical writing. Germanist

Hannes Schweiger, for example, advocates a “pluralisation of life stories” and the

“cosmopolitanisation of biographical writing”[73] in order to describe cultural transfer processes,

transnational networks and scope for action. Historians Johanna Gehmacher and Katharina Prager

outline different forms of transnational life, reflecting on their differences and similarities as well

as power relations, positioning and scope for action.[74] Recent research examines the biographies

of colonising and colonised subjects in order to analyse imperial power relations, their actors,

their colonial experiences and – in the sense of entangled history – global transfer processes.[75]
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Post-imperial and migration biographies also open up “actor-centred perspectives on

transnational and global historical processes”.[76]

Lisa M. Leff succeeds in doing this by linking the transnational movements of people, objects and

knowledge in her study of the historian Zosa Szajkowski. Born in 1911 as a Polish-speaking Jew in

the Russian Empire, Szajkowski emigrated to France in 1927 and fled to the USA in 1941 to escape

Nazi persecution. Having already begun collecting Judaica in France, Szajkowski continued this

activity during and after the Second World War, first as a US soldier in occupied Germany, sending

materials to the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research in New York, and later in the United States and

Israel, trading/trafficking in holdings from French state and private institutions, some of which he

stole. In her chronological narrative, Leff melds historiography and archival history, the situation of

Judaica in Europe and the United States during the Holocaust and the post-war period, with

current research questions on looted art and provenance history. The life story of Szajkowski, who

took his own life in 1978 after a theft was discovered in the New York Public Library, is embedded in

the context of transnational networks of colleagues and friends around YIVO. Through these

various thematic links, Leff explains in a multifaceted way how – and not whether – the man who

salvaged books became an “archive thief.”[77]

3.3 Biographies in Labour History

Similarly, biographical approaches have long been the subject of stimulating debate in labour

history, social history and economic history.[78] Unlike political history, this field develops

innovative, primarily microhistorical approaches to biographies, as they can test theories and

provide different research tools.[79] Jürgen Finger proposes a microhistorical biography for

corporate historiography that integrates family and kinship as social institutions, private life,

modes of economic activity (“business modes”), and also space and temporality.[80] For example,

Hartmut Berghoff and Cornelia Rauh-Kühne tell the story of an average German medium-sized

company owner in the Nazi and post-war periods, and Elizabeth Heineman examines the case of

Beate Uhse (an exception as a female entrepreneur) – and both of these works do so in terms of

economic and cultural history.[81] Or networks take centre stage, as in the case of the Morgan

banking family and the Thyssen industrial family.[82] The latter is unusual for a biographical study

in that Simone Derix also uses quantitative methods to evaluate sources. Using extensive network

analysis, she presents a convincing argument that interprets the significance of transnational

relationships for the family’s economic activities. This also allows her to expand the circle of actors

to include lesser-known family members, financial advisors and employees. The history of this

wealthy transnational family from the late 19th century to the 1960s can thus also be read as a

history of capitalism.
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Alongside corporate history oriented towards biography, there is the tradition of worker

biographies, which has been somewhat overshadowed by structural-historical approaches, but has

been “on the rise” again for a good decade.[83] Historian Nick Salvatore argues that social and

labour history biographies are less about representativeness and more about showing the

individual in their social contexts, asking about possible decision-making patterns and thinking

about the world of work in connection with the private sphere, i.e. including the intersections of

gender, religion and race.[84] Until now, “history from below” has often portrayed (male) leaders,

and many biographies in this field follow a narrative of White nationalism, meaning that the racist

policies of leaders, or discriminatory discourses, are ignored in favour of a positive history of the

labour movement.[85]

Since these are social movements that have historically been organised on a national level for a

long time, authors of biographies in labour history are confronted with more general problems of

biography, namely that they continue to be very nation-state oriented and thus potentially

reproduce nationalism. Not least for this reason, historians Mark Hearn and Harry Knowles have

argued that we need more biographies covering the entire spectrum of activists and workers, as

well as more biographical studies on specific gender relations in the labour movement, in order to

portray the significance of individuals for social transformations, and indeed of very different

people.[86]

3.4 Biographies in Gender History

Reflecting diversity – this is the fundamental goal that authors of biographies in gender history

have set themselves. Initially, feminist biographers since the 1970s and 1980s devoted themselves

to re-writing women into history. In the 1980s, particularly in the Anglo-American world, feminist

biography was developed methodologically and theoretically.[87] Historians and literary scholars

declared that the biographical canon not only needed to be expanded to include female authors

and protagonists, but that concepts and methods also needed to be changed.[88] Using gender as

a category of historical analysis[89], biographies examine women’s lives as well as symbolic and

social gender orders, inequalities and marginalisation.

Feminist biography has also dealt intensively with questions of topic selection, narration,

accessibility and analysis of sources, as well as the relationship between author and protagonist.

[90] This has resulted in a conceptual and narrative innovation: authors either choose a radically

subjective approach or explicitly discuss the role of the biographer in the text, because the

observing subject is always also part of the observation.[91] Hilde Schramm, for example, chooses

to approach the biography of her teacher, Dora Lux, in a way that does not conceal the

autobiographical motivation of the study, but uses it productively to create a scientific and at the
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same time emphatic biography.[92]

The critical examination of the genre, which is not exclusive to feminist biographers, has

highlighted both the impossibility of objectivity and the constructed nature of biographies.

Gender-historical biographies are closely linked to current issues in gender studies and feminist

theory, and with their theoretical and methodological innovations and their interest in social

power relations, they often provide decisive impulses for historical biography.[93] Current topics in

gender history biographies also include, for example, transnational lives,[94] female political

actors[95] or the construction of masculinity, as examined by Falko Schnicke using the example of

Johann Gustav Droysen, Maurizio Valsania using Thomas Jefferson, and Julia Voss using Charles

Darwin.[96]

Biographical research and practice in gender history was also influenced early on by intersectional

approaches that examine the junctures between categories of difference (gender, race, class,

nationality, sexuality, age, ability/disability, religion) and power relations.[97] Intersectional

biography examines both marginalised subjects and structural privileges – an aspect that has been

neglected in conventional biography research to date.

The linking of biographies with LGBTIQ*[98] and queer history is also productive, as it can

inherently challenge notions of a “uniform” subject.[99] Although auto/biographical approaches

have played a major role in early sex research, Joris Atte Gregor notes that the systematic “research

of queerness, i.e. gender nonconformity, sexualities beyond heterosexuality, trans* masculinities/

femininities or intersexuality” is still lacking in biographical studies. The construction of

heteronormative binary gender can be analysed biographically, just as queer biographical writing

can “oppose normative attributions of identity and produce new forms of knowledge.”[100]

Political and social scientist Christiane Leidinger, for example, traces the life and career of lesbian

activist and writer Johanna Elberskirchen, while Laurie Marhoefer critically reconstructs the

relationship between Magnus Hirschfeld and Li Shiu Tong in the double biography, Racism and the

Making of Gay Rights.[101] Many (collective) biographical studies also see themselves as

interventions in the politics of memory.[102] Similarly, biographical studies are written in the field

of body history and/or the history of sexualities in order to examine gendered embodiments and

inscriptions based on a person, subjectification processes or even the political and scientific

struggle for the regulation of sexuality.[103]
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3.5 Group and Collective Biographies

Representations of life stories are not only conceived as individual studies, but also as group and

collective biographies.[104] In general, these have the advantage of responding to methodological

debates about representativeness by (often) depicting lesser-known life stories and thus offering

alternative courses of life stories.[105] “Representativeness” refers to the questions already

mentioned above about who is considered worthy of a biography and who is not – or, in other

words, which individuals and groups are examined and portrayed as historical actors. These

aspects have been (and continue to be) raised by, among others, historians performing research on

the history of everyday life and microhistory, feminist biography, racism and de/postcolonial

history.

At the same time, especially in National Socialist research, it is also important to examine the

“completely normal” perpetrators. In 2002, two studies were published that have had a lasting

influence on collective biographical work in German-speaking countries: Dorothee Wierling wrote

about the generation born in 1949 in the GDR and Michael Wildt about the leadership corps of the

Reich Security Main Office.[106] For her cultural history of the GDR, Wierling evaluated 20

biographical interviews, among other things, in order to portray family and upbringing in the post-

war period, politics, spheres of action and perceptions of various actors. Wildt, on the other hand,

analysed over 200 personnel files of Nazi perpetrators, which provided information about their

generational experiences of the First World War, education, career paths and post-war careers.

Supplemented by individual case studies, Wildt succeeded in providing a detailed description of

the institutions and actors and how they implemented the policy of extermination.

As with Wierling and Wildt, collective biographies usually focus on a specific period in the lives of

the selected group of people, set a thematic focus, or concentrate on social interactions and

networks.[107] This is because a group can be used to illustrate patterns of advancement and

career development, (familial, social, intellectual) influences, inequalities and power relations, as

well as special features and individual specifics. Collective biographical methods are therefore

particularly well suited to intersectional research questions.[108] Group and collective biographies

encompass different approaches and forms: Prosopographies that work with large samples and

quantitative methods,[109] double biographies[110] and biographies of smaller or larger groups

that constitute themselves as such or are constructed by the biographer.[111]

One example of a collective biography that constitutes the group as such is Diana Miryong

Natermann’s work on colonial actors from Europe in the so-called Congo Free State and German

East Africa, which intertwines histories of racism, gender and colonialism. In contrast, Christa Wirth

researches several generations of a transnational family, i.e. a collective that understands itself as

such. In her collective biography, Wirth combines migration and family history. Both studies are
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based primarily on ego documents and, through the critical analysis of these sources and their

innovative approaches, bring new perspectives to collective biography.[112] A collective

biographical approach can also be used to retell (national) history in a different and new way in

order to make previously marginalised actors visible.[113]

Collective biographical approaches have long been used in the history of science, including in

connection with gender history issues.[114] Prosopographical approaches[115] stand alongside

studies that examine scholars (in individual chapters) via a biographical connecting element, such

as Onur Erdur, who reconstructs the (post-)colonial contexts of French poststructuralist thought.

[116] Family biographies are a conventional yet newly conceived approach to collective biography.

Whereas the previous focus of this collective biographical writing was primarily on the families of

important artists, rulers and entrepreneurs, family biographies are now linked to current issues.

Alexa von Winning, for example, uses a Russian noble family to analyse the empire as a family

affair, while Erich Keller conceives of “biography as a space of memory” in his study of the Wyler-

Bloch family.[117]

Rebecca J. Scott and Jean M. Hébrard tell the remarkable transnational biography of the Vincent/

Tinchant family, which ranges from an enslaved woman in Haiti around 1800 to the global cigar

trade around 1900 to the Belgian resistance against National Socialism. In a similarly transnational

biography, Maiken Umbach and Scott Sulzener analyse the private photo albums of the Salzmann

family to reveal both the construction of national identities in Germany and the USA and the

experience of Nazi persecution, flight and exile.[118] In the field of family history in particular,

there has been a trend in recent years for authors to use an autobiographical approach to research

the biography or biographies of their own families, whether it be the Industrial Revolution in

England, the Jewish labour movement in Eastern Europe, or migration from Turkey to West

Germany.[119]
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Image

“Talking stones”: gravestones in the cemeteries of Föhr and Amrum islands – a somewhat different form of

family history. Gravestone of Mr and Mrs Flor on Föhr, 30 July 2004. Photo: unknown, author: Reischa. Source:

Wikimedia Commons, licence: CC BY-SA 3.0

4. Inventing Life? – Writing Biography!

This overview shows that more recent biographies – whether individual or collective studies –

usually focus on a specific period and/or content.[120] This focus is extremely relevant for

biographical research and is also reflected in the conception and narrative of the biography. Some

biographies make the biographical representation itself the subject; such is the case with Mark

Roseman in his study of Marianne Strauß-Ellenbogen, who survived the Nazi era in hiding as a Jew.

The same applies to The Orientalist by American biographer Tom Reiss, who describes his

adventurous search for clues to the plural and fragmented personality of Lev Nussimbaum, a Jew

who became the Muslim Essad Bey and enjoyed success as the writer Kurban Said.[121]
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One award-winning work that implements many of the newer methodological and theoretical

considerations is Barbara Stollberg-Rilinger’s “post-heroic” biography of Maria Theresa.[122]

Stollberg-Rilinger deconstructs the nation-state hagiographies of the ruler by keeping “the heroine

at arm’s length” [123] and understanding Maria Theresa and her time as alien to us. Instead, the

biographer chooses a multi-perspective narrative that also reveals the constructed nature of the

character. Stollberg-Rilinger shows that both the contemporary performance and staging of Maria

Theresa as regent and mother, as well as the later formation of the legend of her as an exceptional

ruler, were shaped by binary gender ideals, even if courtly Europe in the 18th century “played” with

gender differences. By combining family, court culture, war, reforms, body politics, self-perceptions

and perceptions of others, Stollberg-Rilinger embeds microhistorical insights into the larger

context of social and political events and structures: “The aim is to understand the figure of Maria

Theresa in her time – and, conversely, to understand the time pars pro toto through this

figure.”[124]

Those who work biographically must therefore make a multitude of methodological, theoretical

and analytical preliminary decisions and consider presentation and narration – possibly even more

carefully than in other scholarly studies.[125] Preliminary considerations in biographical work

include a wide variety of questions and aspects: What is a biography, and what do I understand by

it? Why am I working biographically? Of course, the selection of the biographical subject or

subjects is central:[126] Who am I writing about and why? The person or persons chosen do not

necessarily have to be representative or typical; they can also stand on their own, but either way,

the selection should be well justified. Like all historical studies, a biography should also be

oriented towards a thematic focus and an insight-driven research question.[127] A well-defined

focus can help to break up an exclusively linear narrative.[128] This also includes making clear

what theoretical assumptions exist and which methodological approach is chosen and why.

Closely related issues include the type, scope and accessibility of the materials that can be used as

biographical sources, especially if there is no estate.[129] Or, as biographer Angela Steidele sums it

up in her “Poetics of Biography”: “‘Biography’ means ‘writing life’. First and foremost, however, it

means reading life, in the truest sense of the word: legere, collecting, gathering, picking up.”[130]

Text-based tradition can be expanded with oral history and participatory methods,[131] on the one

hand, and with photographs, sound, film and music on the other, provided these sources are

incorporated into the presentation in an analytically reflected manner and not merely used as

illustration.[132] In biographical studies in particular, it is essential to examine (autobiographical)

sources with regard to self-constructions and constructions by others.[133] Subsequently, the form

of presentation must be carefully considered, as there are different biographical forms.[134] Since

life was and is not linear, temporality/temporalities and spatialities should be incorporated, and

contingency taken seriously. It cannot be a matter of conceiving of life stories solely as “success
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stories”; rather, biographers should also ask about (supposed) failures or develop entirely different

evaluation schemes.[135]

In the best case, a biographical study is structured and designed in such a way that its constructed

nature is clear. It is therefore important to decide on the structure of the biographical work as

early as possible, to review it constantly and to set limits on the subject: Christian Klein structures

his biography of the writer Ernst Penzoldt along the metaphor of the house, while Myriam Richter

Werner links Melle’s path closely to the history of Hamburg and and its university. Sandra Richter

sketches the man (rather than the poet) Rainer Maria Rilke from an “ironically broken distance” in

order to “discuss the obstinate and questionable aspects of Rilke’s work.”[136]

Narration itself, including language and style, is particularly important in order not to reproduce

myths or reinforce attributions. In doing so, a biographer can experiment (at least mentally) with

different modes of representation, styles and narrative forms. Tilman Lahme uses the present

tense in his book about the Mann family to achieve a more fluid, fast-paced narrative, avoiding a

retrospective view and instead emphasising the openness of the historical situation.[137] Instead

of a teleological approach, the biographer should continually broaden their perspective, for

example by considering the biographical subject from the margins or from the perspective of

“opponents,” drawing on comparable life stories or engaging in counterfactual thinking (What if

...?).

Jörg Später situates the main character Siegfried Kracauer in his social and intellectual

environment and conceives his study as a “social biography,” i.e., relating historical contexts to life

and work in order to clarify connections between different areas and persons.[138] The biography

is therefore also a group biography of his colleagues Theodor W. Adorno, Walter Benjamin and

Ernst Bloch, as well as their mutual views of each other, thereby decentring Kracauer. By combining

close-ups (of the individual, the particular) with long shots (the representative, the contexts),

Später also applies Kracauer’s historical-theoretical considerations in his narrative. The

expectation that a biography should be complete is perhaps even greater in this genre than in

other historical narratives. Like any historical study, a biography will never be exhaustive; instead,

thematic or temporal emphases or missing traditions can be used constructively, for example to

explain what is omitted and why (such as private life, childhood, old age).[139]

Historical studies in general must find ways of dealing with these difficulties – and like all

historiographical approaches, biography also has its limitations. As historians, we are always faced

with gaps, and at the same time, every historical question carries the risk of a teleological answer.

Biography is probably considered particularly “vulnerable” because it was partly disconnected

from theoretical and methodological debates in German-language historical scholarship. That has

changed and perhaps even been remedied. At least as a dissertation thesis, a biography requires
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thorough advance consideration of working methods and narrative styles, a circumstance that may

even be advantageous compared to other approaches.

Authors of biographies should reflect on the design of the biographical presentation so that the

identity described can be perceived as constructed. This concerns both the subjectification that

underlies every life story and the narrative forms and structures that characterise a biography as a

biography. Discussions over the last few decades have pointed out that biography as biography

always stands within social, academic and literary traditions. Biographers and biographical

subjects, as well as published works, operate in specific discursive fields that are associated with

processes of legitimisation or delegitimisation, because the rules of the academic field,

contemporary discourse and the book market enable or prevent biographies or even more

experimental forms of representation.[140]

In this context, pluralisation means, on the one hand, reflecting on the authors of biographies: who

writes biographies and why? Who succeeds in publishing the texts and where? On the other hand,

these norms explain why, for example, German biographical research has so far hardly dealt with

certain questions and subjects; biographers however have written and continue to write primarily

about personalities from their own region. This national limitation is currently loosening,

especially in the context of global, migration and transnational history.
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5. Conclusion: An Appeal for more Biographies

Criticism of biographies, along with the theoretical and methodological pluralisation of the field

since the 1980s, have led to changes in biographical research and introduced “new” subjects and

topics. This kind of biography no longer assumes the coherence of a life course, but rather its

construction, even though the theory and practice of the genre still diverge widely in some

respects. The capabilities and limitations of biography must be constantly re-evaluated, the genre

itself reflected upon and linked to historical-theoretical considerations. This is because writing a

biography also means producing a historical case study and thus navigating the tension between

the “generally typical” and the “individually special”.[141] In my opinion, this exaggeration is

unnecessary and does not apply to many lives (or life stories); can a “person as a whole” ever be

representative, or is it not rather certain stages of life or themes in a biography?

Questions like these should be discussed in historical science and contemporary historiography.

History can draw inspiration from other disciplines to pluralise historical biography. Biographies,

as well as theoretical and methodological reflection on the genre, can contribute to decentring

history by taking fictionality and contingency seriously and addressing them rather than reducing

them to a single meaning. Biography is therefore well suited to complicating history – in a positive

sense.

I advocate for an expanded concept of the genre that includes thematically marginalised subjects,

postcolonial, queer and other methodological approaches, and that attempts new forms of

narrative. Both the narrative and the material basis of biographies are changing as a result of

digitalisation and medialisation.[142] Historiography should actively shape and utilise this change.

Consequently, it is no coincidence that biographies are written (not only in historical studies).

Since we follow in the footsteps of someone else’s life story, the genre offers the joy of discovery

and, at the same time, the opportunity for remembrance, for inscribing actors into history.[143]

Translated from German by Lee Holt.

German Version: Levke Harders, Historische Biografieforschung

Version: 2.0, in: Docupedia-Zeitgeschichte, 06.08.2025

https://docupedia.de/zg/harders_historische_biografieforschung_v2_de_2025
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