Biography Prof. Dr, Michael Geyer
Twentieth-century German and European history is my main field of research and teaching. I have written on a wide range of topics such as the German military, resistance against the Third Reich, the politics of memory, the culture of death and sacrifice, intellectuals in contemporary Germany, religion and belief, and more. By way of comparison, I have lately ventured into Japanese, American, and Soviet history. Topics I would like to write on in the future include love and friendship and the variety of intimate communities of all kinds or the way the German and European countryside radically changed in the course of the twentieth century. But for the moment, I am engaged in figuring out how to work with transnational histories of Europe and what it takes to do contemporary history in a global age. 

My interest in the history and theory of human rights emerges from my concern with war, peace, and the constitution of civil society. I co-founded and currently serve as director of the Human Rights Program at the University of Chicago, an innovative, humanities- and social-science-based program of research and education on human rights. My scholarly work focuses on the question why, at certain times, human rights matter, while at others they do not. The question of rights -- how people know that they have them and, equally important, that strangers have them too -- informs my teaching on the matter.

War, civil war, and genocide in modern German and European history have been the focus of my research interests throughout my academic career. I am working on a study of German defeat and its aftermath in World War I and World War II. This project explores the social experience and catastrophic imagination of extreme violence during the late phases of both world wars and in their aftermath. 

I have also been involved in developing global history as a distinct field of research and teaching. My colleague Charles Bright (University of Michigan) and I have taught courses on AThe Twentieth Century World@ long before global history became fashionable. We have jointly written several essays that develop the outlines of a history and theory of globalization and globality and we are completing a book-length study on The Global Condition in the Long Twentieth Century.

Teaching is a consuming part of my academic work. My undergraduate teaching covers modern German and European history, the history and theory of human rights, with occasional forays into global history. I prefer to work with graduate students who, after a period of disciplined training, strike out on their own and present their projects and findings to a diverse community of peers. They work on transnational Evangelicals and Pentecostals in Wilhelmine Germany, on Soviet human rights politics in the Cold War, on squatters and the revolution of domesticity in the 1970s, on the theology and the politics of reproduction in the Catholic Church, on migrant women, working class milieus in the 1930s, antifascist humanism, C.J. Jung, post World War II pacifism, the question of extraterritoriality and international law -- to mention just a few current projects. In the Modern Europe Workshop, German historians work with students of other parts of Europe with similarly diverse interests and agendas. Human Rights scholars meet in the Human Rights Workshop that is more topical. “Democracy and Torture” is one of the themes for 2009/10.

