
Conference 
"Ruptures and Continuities in European History (16th - 20th Centuries). Periodi-
zations in History, Historiography and the History of Historiography" 
 
 
Organizers: Prof. Dr. Arnd Bauerkämper, Benno Gammerl, Luminita Gatejel, Mateusz J. 

Hartwich, Jakob Hort and Rudolf Kučera (Berliner Kolleg für Vergleichende Geschichte Eu-

ropas) 

 
24 - 27 April 2008, Berlin, Germany 

 

Supported by the Gerda Henkel Stiftung (Düsseldorf) and the Gemeinnützige Hertie-Stiftung 

(Frankfurt/Main) 

 

Report by Rudolf Kučera (Berliner Kolleg für Vergleichende geschichte Europas), Jannis 

Panagiotidis (EUI Florence), Peder Roberts (Stanford University) 

 

The Berlin conference on “Ruptures and Continuities in European History” was the second in 

a series of annual Graduate Conferences in European History (GRACEH). It was organized 

and conducted by three established historical research institutes: the Berlin School for Com-

parative European History (Berliner Kolleg für Vergleichende Geschichte Europas, BKVGE), 

the Central European University (CEU), and the European University Institute (EUI). Funding 

came from the Gerda Henkel Stiftung and the Gemeinnützige Hertie-Stiftung. The conference 

gathered PhD candidates from across Europe and North America to discuss core theoretical 

and methodological issues connected with the problems of historical ruptures and continuities 

as well as with related models of periodization. Following a welcome and opening address 

from Prof. Dr. Jürgen Kocka (BKVGE) on April 24, the academic programme began on April 

25.  

It was organized around three parallel panels of papers and discussion framed by key-

note lectures from distinguished senior historians. The first keynote lecture was given by Pro-

fessor Georg G. Iggers (University at Buffalo) on the evening of April 24. Professor Iggers 

highlighted the necessity of global perspective in the history of historiography and sketched a 

periodization model for such an endeavour, in which he focused on historiographical scien-

tism and professionalisation between 1825 and 1900, the influence of other disciplines on 

historiography between 1900 and 1945, the emerging importance of quantitative methods and 



the modernisation paradigm between 1945 and 1968, the mounting criticism of concepts of 

progress between 1968 and 1989, and finally the diversity of global historiography after 1989.  

Professor Chris Lorenz (Free University of Amsterdam) delivered the second keynote 

lecture on April 25. Using the concept of “hot history”, he elaborated on the tensions between 

historiography and memory with special reference to contemporary history, and analyzed the 

application of historical arguments in political discourses as well as the specific concept of 

time used in both contexts to sustain the assumption that “hot history” would cool off through 

the passage of time.  

The final lecture was presented by Professor Jean Boutier (Ecole des Hautes Etudes en 

Sciences Sociales / Centre Marc Bloch, Berlin) on April 26. Professor Boutier scrutinized 

ruptures and continuities in the history of European science academies. Elaborating mainly on 

the early modern era, he argued that the periodization of the history of academies cannot rely 

solely upon the framework of political history, but must also engage issues such as the spatial 

dimension of intellectual activity, and social and institutional organization.  Periodization be-

comes even more complicated when the rich transnational transfer processes among European 

scientific academies are taken into account. Academies can thus provide a model for periodi-

zation beyond framework limited by national histories. 

 

The first of the three panels was organized around the theme “Making Sense of Rup-

tures and Continuities”. The first session was dedicated to “Historiography and the Nation” 

(chaired by Nenad Stefanov, BKVGE). Maria Falina (CEU) examined the Serbian Orthodox 

Church to demonstrate the enduring importance of religious identities in the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries and their co-existence with modern national paradigms. Benno Gammerl 

(Max Planck Institute for Human Development, Berlin) tracked changes in images of mascu-

linity in West Germany around 1968 with special reference to the context of homosexuality. 

Using “lonely heart ads” from gay magazines, Gammerl identified some major changes as 

well as continuities in the image of ideal male partners. Mihai Olaru (CEU) analyzed the per-

sistence of “the phanariot epoch” as a historiographical label roughly covering the eighteenth 

century in Romania. Olaru demonstrated how a national discourse could persist even within a 

communist historiography and its proclaimed, but seldom realized internationalism. Jason D. 

Hanson (University of Illinois) problematized the year 1871 as a decisive rupture in German 

national thinking and the formation of a German national identity. Hanson highlighted the 

strong continuities between the periods before and after the German unification and thereby 

questioned the relevance of political ruptures for cultural history. Finally, Gabriela Popa (EUI 



Florence) focused on World War II commemorations in post-Soviet Moldova. Elaborating 

mostly on monuments, Popa emphasized the continuities bridging the decisive political rup-

ture of 1991. She demonstrated persuasively that the old Soviet monuments continued to exist 

and were reappropriated by local communities and within new commemorative practices, 

creating a rich syncretism of Soviet and post-Soviet symbols.  

In the afternoon, the panel continued with a session dedicated to “Contested Memo-

ries” (chaired by Professor Gabriele Metzler, Humboldt University, Berlin). First, Balasz Kiss 

(ELTE University Budapest) showed how the issue of language and terminology influenced 

historical memory in Hungary and Slovakia. Bálint Varga (ELTE, Budapest) also used the 

Slovak–Hungarian case to analyze struggles for symbolical places important to both national 

historiographies. Taking the Děvín border castle as an example, he scrutinized how a single 

“place of memory” was appropriated by every political system since the late nineteenth cen-

tury.      

Moving from there to a comparison of German and Italian historians in the 1950s, 

Marcel vom Lehn (Free University of Berlin) compared the public commitments of German 

and Italian historians in the 1950s. In particular, he accentuated attempts to come to terms 

with the totalitarian past in both countries and called into question the widely held view that 

the end of Italian fascism and German Nazism constituted a distinctive historical rupture. Sil-

viu Hariton (CEU) also focused on war and memory, analyzing English and French narratives 

and interpretations of World War I and asking whether these are applicable to East-Central 

European cases. Hariton criticized the fact that Word War I has mainly been interpreted in the 

terms of Western historiography, thus relegating the experiences of Eastern and East-Central 

Europe to a subordinate position. Closing the session, Adam Kozuchowski (Polish Academy 

of Sciences) analyzed historiographical discourses about the “finished histories” of two major 

European Empires, Austria-Hungary and the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth.  

The contributions to the final session on “Historical Ruptures and Individual Experi-

ences” (chaired by Professor Sylvia Tschopp, University of Augsburg) largely focused on the 

relevance of established historical ruptures for the life experiences of different historical ac-

tors. Uku Lember (CEU) explored the possibilities of establishing a new periodization for 

modern Estonian history based on biographical experiences of predefined social groups. He 

called the established periodization into question and argued for greater focus on individual 

experience. Mark Jones (EUI Florence) made the argument that individual life experiences 

largely reflect major political ruptures. Jones used oral history evidence to argue that the main 

political ruptures in the history of the twentieth-century Europe heavily influenced specific 



biographies throughout the continent. Pascale Falek (EUI Florence) examined the issue of 

Jewish women in interwar Poland and demonstrated how certain patterns of their behaviour, 

such as low political participation, persisted beyond the major political rupture of 1918. Like 

Gammerl’s contribution, Falek’s paper also introduced the neglected issue of gender. Turning 

back to historiography, Cheryl Smeall (McGill University, Montreal) focused on the devel-

opments within the biographical genre in the last two centuries. Closing the third session and 

also the panel as a whole, Jorge Luengo (EUI Florence) demonstrated that the Spanish liberal 

revolution of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries transgresses the established 

historiographical rupture between an early modern and a modern era.  

In the discussion some of the participants argued that major historical ruptures are still 

closely connected to political history, for example to the major political shifts in the history of 

East-Central Europe during the twentieth century. By contrast, other discussants emphasized 

the importance of cultural continuities and individual experiences, which did not necessarily 

correspond to political ruptures.  

While concentrating mainly on questions about the nation, the neglect of gender and 

class issues was criticized. However, the discussants seemed to agree that attempts to con-

struct all-encompassing periodization models should be abandoned in favour of a plurality of 

smaller-scale periodization models. Finally, the question of whether the very concept of his-

torical rupture is to be restricted to modern industrialized societies received some attention. 

Although most discussants rejected this proposition, it was pointed out that while the idea of 

rupture itself was not tied to such societies, there was still a very specific mode of immediate 

perception of historical ruptures. This was exemplified by reference to the “broadcasted revo-

lutions” of 1989 that illustrated the influence of modern media upon both the perception and 

the construction of major historical turning-points.   

   

The second of the three panels was organized around the theme “Reassessing Time, Space 

and Knowledge”. Its first session (chaired by Professor Laszlo Kontler, CEU) concentrated on 

the “threshold of modernity”. Ilona Dénes (CEU) argued for the existence of a distinct “early 

modern” historical epoch between the Middle Ages and the Enlightenment. Theodore Chris-

tov (UCLA) proposed that the Cambridge School of the 1960s – associated with scholars such 

as Quentin Skinner and John Pocock – has created a false rupture between the “domestic” 

seventeenth and the “international” eighteenth centuries and called for a reevaluation of these 

labels. Continuing the theme of periodization and disciplinary identity, Vladimir Ryzhkov 

(CEU) discussed the philosophy of history employed by the Russian historians Mikhail 



Scherbatov (1733-1790) and Nikolai Karamzin (1766-1826). Ryzhkov pointed out that these 

scholars saw history as “magistra vitae” based on essential immutability of human nature. 

Eveline Gerdina Bouwers (EUI) shifted the focus to iconography, arguing that the duality of 

the monarch’s body – personal and political – persisted as an iconographic convention well 

beyond the French Revolution. The final paper in the session was given by Jeff Taylor (CEU), 

who discussed the Hungarian art market at the turn of the twentieth century. Focusing on eco-

nomic forces as well as trends in art itself, Taylor argued that in a sense “the market made 

modernism”.  

The second session – “Spatial Dimensions of Historical Change” (chaired by Dr. Kris-

tin Kopp, University of Missouri) – opened with a paper from Adam Mestyan (CEU) on opera 

houses in Cairo and Istanbul as windows into cultural and social relations. Mestyan examined 

the concepts of imperialism and nationalism in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth-century 

Eastern Mediterranean, drawing from and critiquing scholars such as Eric Hobsbawm and 

Michael Mann. Paulo Aranha (EUI) challenged the traditional narrative that has dominated 

historical interpretation of the “Malabar Rites” and Chinese Catholic rites, which both incor-

porated local practices into Catholic ritual. Aranha also suggested that the act of banning the 

Malabar Rites should perhaps be interpreted as a selective integration of non-European prac-

tices into Catholicism rather than the suppression of difference by a monolithic, Eurocentric 

institution. 

 The panel then returned to architecture and historical periodization with a paper from 

Jakob Hort (BKVGE), who analyzed embassies as specifically national representations in 

particular historical contexts. Hort argued that while the architecture of embassies was also 

influenced by local forces such as urban geography, the buildings nevertheless reflected the 

evolution of the international system during the twentieth century. Laura Casola (University 

of Leipzig) examined patterns of migration between Europe and South America’s “southern 

cone” (Brazil, Argentina, Uruguay and Chile). Casola argued that European communities in 

South America constituted a stable “imagined community” and their influence on contempo-

rary European history should be recognized despite their geographic location across the At-

lantic. Finally, Andreas Leutzsch (University of Bielefeld) gave an interpretation of modern 

history in terms of the emergence of a World Society through a dialectic of Western revolu-

tions since 1000 AD, drawing from the work of Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy.  

The final session – “Production of Knowledge” (chaired by Dr. Jeanette Madarasz, 

Wisenschaftszentrum Berlin für Sozialforschung) started with a paper from Katlin Straner 

(CEU) on the reception of the idea of biological evolution in Hungary between the 1840s and 



1870s. Eike-Christian Heine (TU Braunschweig) then discussed canal and railway projects in 

Germany, Britain and Sweden during the late nineteenth century. While his account did not 

dismiss periodizations entirely, Heine emphasized that attempts to fully describe and under-

stand specific networks of actors, technologies, and social-political-economic circumstances 

inevitably undermined attempts at longue-durée narratives. Peder Roberts (Stanford Univer-

sity) examined the shifting role of science in British and Norwegian engagement with the 

Antarctic during the first sixty years of the twentieth century, arguing for a periodization 

shaped by broad political currents. In particular, the Second World War replaced the colonial 

paradigm and prevalence of “old powers” with a superpower dynamics, in which science be-

came an important means of displaying strength. 

 Jochen Mayer (University of Edinburgh) investigated changes in the “logic of insur-

ance” in recent German history. Mayer argued that the development of social policy should be 

understood in the context of the parallel development of the social sciences and the nation-

state from the late nineteenth century onwards. Finally, Michal Altbauer-Rudnik (Hebrew 

University of Jerusalem) examined changing perceptions of “love sickness” in Europe from 

the sixteenth to the twentieth centuries. Altbauer-Rudnik focused both on shifts in medical 

theory and in notions of romantic love within European societies. She argued that changing 

cultural norms in matters such as female sexual desire provided the dynamic framework 

within which medical conditions were constructed. Periodization thus became a matter of so-

cial and cultural history as well as the “internal” development of medical disciplines. 

With such a diverse set of papers the panel discussions were inevitably wide-ranging. 

Despite the skepticism expressed by many contributors about the possibility for broad perio-

dizations across national boundaries and the problem of conceiving even the most significant 

historical events as ubiquitous ruptures, the fact that these terms have provoked such stimulat-

ing discussion suggests they retain analytical value. Many panelists convincingly applied lo-

cal or regional periodizations that challenged established views, thus echoing recent histo-

riographic trends toward regional histories and pluralistic narratives.  

  

In the third panel – organized under the rubric of “Radicalizations and Democratizations” – 

the first session dealt with the “The Age of Extremes” (chaired by Professor Arnd Bauerkäm-

per, BKVGE). It focused mainly on the question of how individuals in that age conceptual-

ized their own epoch and history, be it by envisioning their socialistic future, as in the case of 

the Austrian Social Democrats in the inter-war period (Joachim Häberlen, BKVGE), or by 

anticipating a clash of old and new man, like the Finnish philosopher Olavi Paavolainen (Ville 



Laamanen, University of Turku), or by trying to (eventually unsuccessfully) create a Marxist 

periodization of Hungarian national history after the Second World War (József Litkei, 

UCLA). On the other hand, Manfred Zeller (Universität der Bundeswehr, Hamburg) revealed 

how football fans’ culture in the Soviet Union was influenced by the political ruptures of 

(post-)Stalinism and was thus characterized by specific ruptures that preceded the political 

reverberations of Perestroika. The panelists were dealing with the relationship between the 

perspectives of the actors on the one hand and historiographic constructions of historical peri-

ods on the other. Attempts to reconcile these two perspectives were discussed in detail. As the 

discussion revealed, there is no panacea. On the contrary, historians should bear these differ-

ent perspectives in mind in order to be self-reflexive and to critically check the narratives that 

are constantly employed in historiography. 

           The second session (chaired by Dr. Klaus Gestwa, University of Tübingen) dealt with 

“Coming to terms with Stalinism”. It provided a view on the histories of the Soviet Union and 

Eastern Europe from the viewpoint of the Jewish minority (papers by Izabela Kazejak and 

Jannis Panagiotidis, both EUI Florence). The session also placed the well-established ruptures 

in the history of the Eastern bloc - the Hungarian and Polish revolts in 1956 and the Prague 

Spring in 1968 – into a transnational perspective. Luminita Gatejel (BKVGE) interpreted the 

rupture of 1956 both as an event and as a non-event in the entangled histories of the states of 

the Eastern bloc. Mateusz Hartwich (BKVGE) scrutinized the impact of political unrest on a 

local level in a Polish tourist region in 1956. In the Krkonoše -Mountains, the relaxation of 

the border regime led to an influx of West German tourists who had been expelled from the 

region only a few years before. Zdeněk Nebřenský (BKVGE) interpreted 1968 as a belated 

de-Stalinization in the ČSSR and as an event that has to be seen in the overall context of the 

worldwide protest movement. As Klaus Gestwa put it, the papers and the discussion provided 

some “fresh thinking across borders” and a kind of transnationalization of established histori-

cal ruptures. Thus questioning the historical ruptures established by traditional historiography 

does not necessarily mean discarding them and constructing new ones. Indeed, it can even be 

helpful and illuminating to interpret them from different viewpoints and reassess their mean-

ing in different contexts. 

                The third session, entitled “Transitions to Democracy”, was chaired by Dr. Pavel 

Kolář (Zentrum für Zeithistorische Forschung, Potsdam). It encompassed papers on a variety 

of topics, ranging from the democratization of Greece in the second half of the twentieth cen-

tury, as seen through the history of the Communist Party of Greece (Thodoros Souleles, FU 

Berlin) to the nexus of democratization and motorization in Portugal in the 1970s (M. Luísa 



Sousa, New University of Lisbon) and Latin American migration to Spain (Felipe Rubio, 

University of Leipzig) to the vetting of the East German Volkspolizei after 1989 (Edward 

Hamelrath, University of Memphis) and the re-creation of communal property in the post-

socialist Romanian forest (Oana Mateescu, University of Michigan).  

The concept of ‘transition’ was introduced as an analytical tool for interpreting rup-

tures as a process rather than a moment. The concept met with little approval among the par-

ticipants due to its normative and teleological implications. The core of the discussion, how-

ever, was about the many different ‘-zation’ suffixes. These words usually imply a movement 

in time towards an often unspecified goal and implicitly assume a normal path of historical 

development. In contrast to this deliberately retrospective conception of a historical rupture, 

the Wende of 1989-90 in Germany has been conceptualized not as a return to some kind of 

“good” German past by the historical actors, but as a decisive break with an authoritarian 

heritage.  

To sum up, the participants of the conference continuously and intensively discussed 

multiple and alternative ruptures and continuities, conceptions of time, actors and the histori-

ography of historical periods and transnational aspects of periodization. Despite the variety of 

topics, the presentations and debates demonstrated that historians can question, deconstruct 

and reconsider established ruptures in historiography, gaining some fresh and new insights 

without having to discard the established wisdom altogether. 

 The lively final discussion (moderated by Dr. Bernhard Struck, University of St. An-

drews) summarized the whole conference. It concentrated mainly on the relationship between 

the construction of historical ruptures by historians and other actors ex post and the perception 

of ruptures by the contemporaries. Some participants argued that the very concept of histori-

cal rupture is a social construct reflecting the respective cultural context of its emergence. On 

the other hand, some major historical ruptures (such as the French Revolution or the upheav-

als of 1989-91) were taken as evidence for the capacity of individuals to immediately perceive 

certain historical events as major shifts that would significantly influence their future lives.  

 Altogether, the conference resulted in fresh and lively discussions on some of the core 

concepts used in the discipline of history, which are often implicitly applied but seldom con-

ceptually reflected. The conference achieved this major goal and also provided young scholars 

from across the world with the opportunity for stimulating and fruitful intellectual exchange 

on their historical studies.   
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