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Project description 

This doctoral project will investigate the role of the theatre in the development of the public 
sphere in late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Germany (and forms part of our wider 
on-going investigation into the role of literature, the performing arts, and visual cultures in 
the development of the public sphere between 1760 and 1815). Both of the ground-breaking 
studies that trace the emergence of the modern public sphere – Reinhart Koselleck’s Critique 
and Crisis (1959) and Jürgen Habermas’s Structural Change of the Public Sphere (1962) – trace 
the start of a process of disintegration back to the early 19th century. Whether subsequent 
crises of public opinion should be seen in the light of Habermas’s theory, namely as reflecting 
a fundamental disintegration of the public sphere, or whether they should instead be seen in 
terms of a transformation of that sphere (from a reason-based debate to disputes of an es-
sentially agonistic character) is the over-arching question at the heart of our project. 

Methodologically speaking, our project looks to go beyond conventional (thematic-based) ap-
proaches to literary study by drawing on the concept of the social imaginary as developed by 
the Canadian social philosopher Charles Taylor (Taylor 2004). Taylor’s theory of the social im-
aginary builds on the concept of the imagined community introduced by Benedict Anderson 
to analyse the phenomenon of the modern nation state (Anderson 2006). The proposed pro-
ject adopts Taylor’s concept, but seeks to develop it further by reflecting, in particular, on the 
implications of this approach for the social status of literature and other forms of cultural pro-
duction in Europe, and Germany in particular, during the Age of Revolution. 

The social imaginary refers to the self-image of a society, namely the knowledge embedded in 
broad sections of the population that a society has about itself and its foundational values 
that imbues its political practices with meaning (Taylor 2004, 23-30). Such background socio- 
political ‘knowledge’ should not be confused with social theory, politico-philosophical tracts, 
or political ideologies. Theoretical knowledge about society can of course migrate into the 
social imaginary, but the latter differs from theoretical knowledge in terms of its practical rel-
evance for the members of that society, and the applicability of the social imaginary to every-
day social and political communication. The self-understanding of social relations that is con-
stitutive for the social imaginary is pre-theoretical; it is conveyed through images, symbols, 
figures and stories (Taylor 2004, 23). While the role of government institutions and the press 
in creating a public sphere has been analysed in some detail, our project emphasises the cru-
cial (though under-researched) role of literature, the performing arts and visual cultures in 
articulating the social imaginary. Each produces and disseminates the relevant metaphors, 
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tropes and narratives; at the same time, however, each also provides a non-theoretical form 
for the observation of social life and political practice. 

While applicants would be invited to propose their own corpus of dramas (and dramaturgical 
theories), we would expect to see that material organised around three key research ques-
tions relating to our project’s distinctive methodology: 

(a) What are the specific rhetorical and figurative devices through which the dramas and 
theoretical texts selected for close analysis come to be identified as contributions to a 
higher-level debate affecting society and the public sphere as a whole? 

(b) How does the development of this genre (and related forms) make it possible to ad-
dress the public sphere in a manner that is as inclusive as possible and convey to the 
addressees the idea of being part of a wider whole? 

(c) In what ways do the dramas and theoretical texts selected critically probe the very 
concept of a public sphere? How do they exercise a form of proto-theoretical reflection 
and thus mediate between the formation of social and political theory on the one 
hand, and the development of the social imaginary on the other? 

In order to give the project a clear and manageable focus, we would expect applicants to con-
centrate on a reasonably restricted corpus of dramas and theoretical texts drawn from the 
period 1760–1815. During this period, many German dramatists sought to develop the con-
cept of a national theatre for a German nation that did not yet exist. In his Hamburg Drama-
turgy of 1767-9, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729–81) provides a detailed commentary on the 
relationship between the classical traditions of theatre, the mediation of these traditions via 
French neo-classical drama, and the dramaturgical approach to be adopted if German-lan-
guage drama was to become a genre taken seriously by the emerging middle classes. By the 
same token, the plays of Friedrich Schiller (1759-1805) and his seminal essay of 1785, “On the 
Stage as a Moral Institution” underline the increasingly important contribution of theatre in 
shaping a national social imaginary and developing the concept of a public sphere that could 
transcend the multiplicity of over 300 principalities that made up the Holy Roman Empire of 
the German Nation. During the period on which this project is focused (1760-1815), German 
writers were confronted not only with revolutions in America and France, but also with the 
impact of French occupation and the mobilisation of German nationalism in opposition to the 
rise of Napoleon. How – and why – the cosmopolitan aspirations of late eighteenth-century 
drama came to be replaced by a more nationalistic approach geared to the creation of an 
imaginary German nation will be a key research question in this project. While the works of 
Lessing and Schiller provide established points of reference, this period also witnessed an ex-
plosion of theatrical writing (both high-brow and popular), much of which remains under-re-
searched. 
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Because the construction of a new post-1789 social imaginary in Germany was inseparable 
from political and aesthetic developments in the European Enlightenment generally, we 
would expect the corpus of primary material chosen by applicants to reflect a transnational 
approach that would open up at least some of the following research questions for further 
investigation: 

(a) How is the concept of the public sphere (‘Öffentlichkeit’/’Le Public’) mediated in 
 the dramas/dramaturgical theories selected for study? 

(b) What is the relationship between theatre audiences and a more general notion of the 
public sphere? 

(c) How is the public sphere instrumentalised/exploited within the dramas selected for 
analysis? To what extent does theatricality itself function as a metaphor for the work-
ings of the public sphere? 

(d) How are ideas on civic society originating from outside Germany mediated in  the 
dramas selected for analysis? 

(e) What role does these dramas play in the cultural transfer of the Scottish Enlightenment 
(Ferguson, Smith etc)? How does the reception of these ideas differ from the reception 
of ideas grounded in contract theory (Locke, Rousseau etc.)? 

(f) In what ways do the dramas contribute to the concept of a ‘Gegen-Öffentlichkeit’ 
(counter-public sphere)? 

(g) In what ways can Charles Taylor’s theory of the social imaginary be used to combat 
(and/or complement) what many would see as the limitations of Jürgen  Habermas’s 
analysis of the public sphere in eighteenth-century Europe. 

(h) How does Taylor’s theory make it possible to talk meaningfully about a social imaginary 
in situations where, traditionally, the existence of a public sphere has been ques-
tioned? 

(i) How do the dramas selected for analysis engage with our central hypothesis that crises 
in public opinion should be conceptualised in terms of a process of transformation ra-
ther than disintegration? 

The project will be managed jointly between the School of Modern Languages at St Andrews 
and the Department of Comparative Literature at Bonn. The student will be supervised by 
Professor Seán Allan (St Andrews) and Professor Christan Moser (Bonn).  

Informal enquiries regarding this scholarship may be addressed to the co-supervisors: 

• Professor Seán Allan: sa92@st-andrews.ac.uk  
• Professor Christian Moser: c.moser@uni-bonn.de  

mailto:sa92@st-andrews.ac.uk
mailto:c.moser@uni-bonn.de
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For further information, please visit https://www.uni-bonn.de/joint-doctoral-program. 

https://www.uni-bonn.de/joint-doctoral-program
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