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Introduction  
The Relevance of Conceptual History

Javier Fernández Sebastián

In recent years, so-called ‘conceptual history’ has aroused considerable 
interest amongst a wide range of scholars working in social sciences and 
humanities. In academic circles, particularly those which in one way 
or another are concerned with the societies of the past, there is an ever 
increasing awareness of the need to bear in mind the variability of the 
semantic nets which human beings have woven and unwoven in space 
and time. 

The crisis which many modern concepts are currently experiencing 
is certainly not unconnected with this growing interest. The fragility 
of certain categories, which we tend to take for granted, prompts us to 
look back and enquire as to their origins, their development and the 
reasons for their decline. Concepts which until recently were believed to 
be essential, solid and little less than irrevocable, now strike us as pro-
visional and contingent notions, or even as simply residual or obsolete.

This new historico-conceptual sensibility is probably not unrelated 
to our need to understand the multiplicity of ways of life with which 
the planet teems. The plurality of languages, cultures and conceptual 
systems which interweave in today’s Babelic world, with its irremedi-
able entourage of misunderstandings, suggests to us the usefulness of a 
comparative historical semantics of civilizations. A conjectural discipline 
which might contribute towards a rapprochement and mutual knowledge 
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between people belonging to the different regions and cultural systems 
which coexist in our world.

Whatever the case, the fact is that the processes of ‘denaturalization’ 
and historization of our frameworks of comprehension of the world 
have advanced considerably in recent years, and there is little reason to 
believe that this healthy, progressive distancing of the sensus communis 
will come to a halt in the near future. In fact, a growing number of works 
and publications enquire as to the hows and whys of the emergence and 
design of new concepts (and also, though less often, about their decline), 
or provide empirical studies regarding specific notions or languages. It 
seems more likely then that the diverse theoretical and methodological 
approaches to the problem of political change and conceptual innovation 
(not forgetting the analysis of semantic obsolescence), and transnational 
conceptual history research programmes will continue to be developed 
over the coming years. 

In truth, the historization of the world has been increasing since the  
eighteenth century (when according to Koselleck, the modern concept 
of history emerged): events, structures, classifications, disciplines… 
every manifestation of fact, knowledge and human creation has gradu-
ally been subjected to historical analysis. Lately, even history itself has 
been historized, including the major categories and epistemological 
frameworks which make it possible: language (G. Gadamer), tempo-
ral structures (R. Koselleck), historiographic tropes and modes of his-
torical consciousness (H. White), memory and forgetting (P. Ricœur),  
regimes of historicity (F. Hartog). In this way, history has become in-
creasingly reflexive and historians have become much more aware that 
both language and time – categories which are both obviously essential 
to any historical approach to the societies of the past – are of vital im-
portance. The discovery of the radical linguisticality and historicity of 
the world, reinforced by the so-called ‘linguistic turn’, has transformed 
these two dimensions of reality into issues worthy of attention, not 
only for philosophers, but also for many students of humanities and  
social sciences.
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‘Familiarly strange, enigmatically obvious’, wrote Giacomo Mar-
ramao, ‘time stands at the crossroads between everyday experience and 
its representation’. Meanwhile, the concepts with which we deal on a 
daily basis appear to us as no less obvious, familiar and transparent, as if 
they simply allowed us to see ‘the world as it is’ and our comprehension 
of the latter were not filtered and determined by them.

This obviousness and apparent transparency however has recently 
been questioned. In a similar vein to what happened in the age of the 
Atlantic revolutions, when, as Lynn Hunt noted a few years ago, for 
contemporaries ‘time became an issue; it ceased being a given’, it might 
be said that now too time and concepts have suddenly become visible to 
historians, and we look back on them with a certain degree of surprise. 
They are no longer considered as mere containers or more or less neutral 
‘transmitters’, ‘objective’ and stable, of historical events, but have become 
a theme worthy of reflection and study. 

This is how time and concepts – and political concepts in particular – 
have themselves become historical matter. Historians are turning today 
to the lenses and optical instrument they have been employing to see, 
understand and represent the vanished worlds of the past. And they do 
this in the knowledge that these lenses, permanently subject to more or 
less abrupt or gradual changes in graduation, colouring or focalization, 
whilst on the one hand inevitably conditioning past realities under his-
torical scrutiny, on the other hand are absolutely essential, given that, 
quite simply, without these lenses we will lose all vision. 

* * *

Historical semantics – which seeks to give an account of the reciprocal 
relationships between two such essential resources in modern politics such 
as language and time – may serve many different purposes and  benefit 
from the contributions of different disciplines. Beyond its critical and 
instrumental use, by those historians interested in avoiding  anachronisms 
and adequately understanding the textual sources at their disposal, the 
findings and reflections of historical semantics are primarily of interest 
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to practitioners of the history of political thought (which, as Pocock  
has shown, can itself be a form of political thought), of intellectual 
history and of the history of science. Specialists in cultural history, 
 hermeneutics, translation studies, metaphorology, discourse analysis, 
cognitive science, etc., have much to gain by acquainting themselves 
with conceptual history. 

Conversely, historians of concepts have much to learn not only from 
the specialities mentioned but also from all the branches of human, social 
and legal sciences, from anthropology to sociology, from political science 
to law. The interdisciplinary nature of historico-conceptual research is 
ultimately the result of the pervasive nature of concepts in every domain 
of knowledge and in all kinds of social and political settings, and also of 
the enormous facility with which many of these concepts have surrepti-
tiously crossed literal and metaphorical borders.

Meanwhile, and though it is true that today conceptual history 
is practised in many different ways, there is no doubt that Reinhart 
 Koselleck’s Begriffsgeschichte constitutes a landmark and a major 
source of inspiration. The repeated invitations to the reader in different  
parts of this book to ‘supersede’ or ‘go beyond’ the Koselleckian style 
of conceptual history are a demonstration a contrario of the fertility of 
his contributions and the profound impact of his oeuvre. Apart from his 
influential early works on the public sphere in the age of Enlightenment 
(Kritik und Krise) and on the social history of Prussia between the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, and the great reference lexi-
con codirected by the German professor along with his mentors Otto 
Brunner and Werner Conze (Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe), a handful 
of seminal articles and essays of a theoretical-methodological nature 
which have become classics (several of them assembled in Vergangene 
Zukunft) continue to be, three or four decades after their publication, an 
absolutely essential source for all those beginning to study this branch 
of historical knowledge. 

Indeed, regardless of the reviews and revisions of various aspects 
of his work – for example, with regard to his hypothesis of Sattelzeit, 
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discussed repeatedly in these pages, in particular in the contributions of 
P. den Boer and de G. Duso –, some of Koselleck’s fundamental insights 
retain absolute validity. Such is the case, for instance, of his insistence 
that concepts do not actually have a history, but rather are themselves 
history; in the sense that they articulate the experiences of a society and 
the changing expectations of its members, concepts are both indicators 
and factors of change: they contain and channel the historical evolution of 
that society. His emphasis on the irremediable ambiguous and contestable 
character of modern concepts. All in all, his extraordinary reflections 
upon diverse aspects of modernity, his theory of history (Historik), and 
his productive metaphor of semantic-temporal strata (Zeitschichten) are 
an incitement and permanent challenge to scholars. 

The other major current in conceptual history – or history of politi-
cal languages – is the so-called Cambridge school, of J. G. A. Pocock, 
Quentin Skinner, John Dunn, etc., much better-known and more in-
fluential in the English-speaking world, and which since its origins has 
shared with Begriffsgeschichte some well-founded criticism of old ways 
of studying the history of political ideas. The meritorious efforts of 
 authors like Melvin Richter, Kari Palonen or Elías Palti, amongst others, 
to establish communication between the two currents and engage them 
in dialogue, though not an unqualified success, have at least managed to 
blur the borders and disarm the more obstinate guardians of the respec-
tive orthodoxies. Today, most of the members of the major international 
network which brings together specialists in this field (I refer to the His-
tory of Political and Social Concepts Group, HPSCG) freely admit the 
convenience of combining both approaches, or at least of not neglecting 
the heuristic tools forged by these two research programmes, and by 
other emerging methodologies.

* * *

The book in the reader’s hands is the outcome of the more or less 
continuous contact between a group of scholars from different profes-
sional backgrounds and of various nationalities, linked sometimes to 
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quite different academic traditions and research styles, but who share 
some basic theoretical tenets and above all, a common interest in lan-
guage as a social phenomenon which evolves over time, in the symbolic 
and cultural aspects of politics, and in the changing horizons of self-
understanding of historical actors. 

Located at the crossroads between the study of language, politics and 
history, the essays compiled in this volume present a broad panorama 
of some of the most important theoretical-methodological challenges 
faced by conceptual history today, as well as some more specific contri-
butions regarding the temporal dimension of certain concepts, and in  
particular the emergence of some fundamental political notions and  
the way in which actors have lived and experienced time since the dawn 
of modernity. 

As will be seen, Koselleck’s thinking is present in most of the texts in 
this volume, the authors of which returning time and time again to the 
master’s work, often with a view to going further. Thus ensues a fruitful 
dialogue which affords the reader an insight into the vast problématique 
subsumed under the banner ‘conceptual history’.

But this thought-provoking dialogue is not merely informative: it 
does not limit itself to an updating of the state of the art; it also offers 
very useful lessons for the development of future research into this field. 
Thus, some authors suggest that implicit in Koselleck’s work is a theory 
of politics as activity (K. Palonen), a theory of experience (A. Escudier,  
J. Leonhard), or even that it contains elements for a theory of the struc-
tural conditions of the social production of knowledge (H. E. Bödeker); 
other contributions reflect upon the position of Begriffsgeschichte and 
its theoretical apparatus in the context of normative political theories 
(J. Feres). 

Some chapters focus on different aspects of the temporality of modern 
politics, such as contingency (K. Palonen) or acceleration (J. Fernández 
Sebastián), or analyze the formation of certain central concepts of mo-
dernity, such as the modern concept of power (G. Duso) or the emergence 
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of the notion of self (J. Guilhaumou). Others approach conceptual his-
tory via a variety of related disciplines, objects and analytical tools, such 
as ideology (M. Freeden), metaphorology and the analysis of semantic 
change (E. Palti), iconography and memory (F. Oncina), comparative 
history (J. Leonhard, P. den Boer) or cultural history (P. Burke). The 
internal temporality of concepts and modern politics are thus considered 
from very different perspectives, which combine to offer a polyhedral 
vision of conceptual history. 

* * *

The first part includes those contributions which in some way pose 
the question as to the place which would correspond to conceptual his-
tory within the set of disciplines – general or particular, emerging or 
declining – to which it is directly related. Several of these contributions 
criticize, from different points of view, the tendency of Koselleckian 
Begriffsgeschichte to concern itself with singular concepts, rather than 
with other larger or more significant discursive units: languages, semantic 
fields, conceptual networks.

Hans Erich Bödeker has written an incisive essay on the relevance 
of the history of concepts to the social history of knowledge. Bödeker 
recalls, in the way of Koselleck, that historical reality is articulated in 
concepts which constitute, on the one hand, the linguistic expression 
of social experiences and changes, whilst on the other they indicate the 
limits of what may be projected or conceived. Concepts would then be 
placed in intermediate territory between factual history and the history 
of the awareness of facts, as is reflected in historical sources. Understood 
as nuclei of the crystallization of discourse and abbreviation of a thought 
that has become habitual, concepts are necessarily ambiguous and need 
to be interpreted. But, given that they are invariably presented as form-
ing part of complex statements, arguments and discourses, the processes 
of production of meaning transcend simple individual concepts. They 
involve theoretical constellations, semantic fields and conceptual net-
works which structure possible knowledge. Hence, suggests Bödeker, 
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the need to transcend the history of singular concepts to build a more 
ambitious and comprehensive history of social knowledge, which strives 
to thematize the historical processes of the construction of meaning.

Elías Palti situates his reflection in an even broader theoretical frame-
work. His contribution addresses the crucial problem of the historicity of 
language, following the theoretical path of those disciplines which succes-
sively have sought to explain the whys and wherefores of the changes in 
the intellectual instruments employed to comprehend the world, from the 
old history of ideas to the metaphorology of Blumenberg. His analysis 
of the German tradition of intellectual history leads him repeatedly to 
wonder as to the origin of contingency in conceptual formations; why, 
in a word, discourse, far from attaining its vocation of plenitude, ration-
ality and permanence, is repeatedly questioned and challenged by new 
discourses which time and again replace their predecessors. From the idea 
to the concept, and from concept to metaphor, Palti’s essay shows that 
the study of changes in intellectual formations should not restrict itself 
to the level of change in the meanings of certain concepts, but enquire, 
more radically, about the changes in the constellations articulated by the 
conceptual systems, and even peer into the abyss of the preconceptual. 
Why, how and whence do new systems of knowledge emerge in which 
what was previously unthinkable suddenly appears to be conceivable and 
viable? The Blumenbergian theory of unconceptuality, which underlines 
the power of semantic construction of certain metaphors – especially 
those which Blumenberg calls ‘explosive metaphors’ –, provides some 
interesting clues to answering this question. In sum, Palti’s text articu-
lates various levels of analysis and concludes by conceding considerable 
importance to the deepest substratum of the non-conceptual forms of 
symbolic configuration of reality which help in making the jump from 
the inexpressable to new incipient meanings.

The next chapter, by Michael Freeden, begins by exploring some  
of the meanings conveyed by the term ‘ideology’ throughout its his-
tory, and how this concept has given rise to different forms of research. 
Freeden maintains that analysis of the direction recently taken by the 
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study of ideology may be of considerable value when assessing the con-
tribution of this discipline to conceptual history. After differentiating 
the interpretive/academic approaches to ideology from the pejorative uses 
of the term, he proposes a neutral definition, understanding ideology 
to be a typical and ubiquitous form of thought and political discourse. 
Conceptual historians, suggests Freeden, might use ideology as an ana-
lytical tool appropriate for the study of interaction between concepts, 
rather than of concepts in isolation. 

Peter Burke shed light on the appearance in recent years of a new 
type of intellectual history which strictly speaking, corresponds neither 
to the style of Pocock and Skinner, nor to Koselleck’s Begriffgeschichte. 
This is more of a hybrid, a cross between cultural and intellectual his-
tory, which he describes as ‘cultural history of intellectual practices’. 
Examples of this new trend include the history of ‘historical culture’, 
partially replacing the history of historiography; the renewed interest 
in academic practices, such as ways of reading, writing or note-taking 
from books or lectures, and the increasing use of the concept of ‘cultural 
tradition’, with a view to a closer analysis of the kind of process that used 
to be known as Rezeptionsgeschichte (reception history).

* * *

Whilst every contribution includes in one way or another a reference 
to the temporal dimension of political language, the four chapters in the 
second part of the volume focus upon the problem of temporality and 
contain interesting suggestions vis-à-vis future research into this field.

Temporalization (Verzeitlichung), without doubt one of the key no-
tions of Koselleckian Begriffsgeschichte, is very much at the core of the 
rich, comprehensive and systematic vision which Alexandre Escudier 
offers in his chapter on Koselleck’s theory of history. Escudier pays 
particular attention to the epistemological problems related to the advent 
of the new temporality associated with political modernity, insisting on 
bringing to light a ‘general theory of historical experience’ implicit in the 
work of Koselleck, based on temporalization as a fundamental analytical 
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tool. The author analyzes on different levels the historization of modern 
political languages, which paves the way for a fruitful dialogue between 
history and political science, and advocates a more complex vision of the 
notion of historical experience.

Kari Palonen’s text, via the analysis of contingency as an inevitable 
feature of political activity committed to the future, proposes an interest-
ing and at first glance surprising discussion of the figure of Koselleck as a 
political theorist. Palonen bases his argument on the thesis expounded by 
Koselleck himself in his self-critical essay Begriffsgeschichtliche Probleme 
der Verfassungsgeschichtsschreibung (1983) according to which historians 
not only have to distance themselves from the present in order to avoid 
anachronisms in their judgement of the past; they must also strive, in 
an inverse sense, to connect their judgement of the past with the con-
troversies of the present. In this way, it would be possible to build an 
epistemological bridge between history and politics which would enable 
historical interpretations to be seen not only as contributions to the spe-
cialized historiographic debate, but also as contributions which do not 
lack theoretical-political implications. Basing himself on the Pocockian 
idea of politics as an activity which seeks to battle against contingency,  
as well as on a previous work of his own in which he distinguished 
 between the two different paradigms of contingency, Machiavellian and 
Weberian – the former based on fortune and the latter on chance –, 
Palonen wonders which of these two ideal models would accommodate 
Koselleck’s reflections upon the temporalization of experience. His rather 
sophisticated answer is that the temporalization of concepts at the crucial 
moment of Sattelzeit would correspond to an attempt to domesticate 
fortuna by means of virtù, whilst the despatialization of experience and 
concepts would better fit into a Weberian type of contingency related 
to chance and probability. Finally, the gulf between experience and ex-
pectation would indicate a third type of contingency based on an open 
and uncontrollable future.

After acknowledging the considerable significance of Koselleck’s 
work beyond the German-speaking world, and in particular for the 
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 conceptual history project in the The Netherlands, Pim den Boer argues 
in his chapter in favour of going beyond ‘conceptual nationalism’ in order 
to embark on progressively more ambitious ventures which transcend 
national boundaries. Given that despite appearences, ‘a transnational 
concept rarely has exactly the same meaning and identical connotations 
in different languages’, the comparative study of some key transna tional 
concepts – such as middle class/bourgeoisie/Burgertum, civilization/
civilisation/Zivilisation, to name but a few – would free investigators 
maintains Den Boer, from traditional national tunnel vision. Den Boer 
also indicates – in similar fashion to Jörn Leonhard in his correspond-
ing chapter – the importance of multilingualism to conceptual transfers 
via translation between different literary and vernacular languages in 
modern Europe. 

João Feres’s contribution contemplates the future of research into 
conceptual history (which is also considered by the previous author 
in his final observations) and does so with an analysis of some of the 
theoretical layers of conceptual history. After a quick review of the pro-
jection of Begriffgeschichte beyond the German-speaking world and 
acknowledgement of Melvin Richter and Kari Palonen’s contribution 
to the dialogue of this current with the so-called Cambridge school, 
Feres analyzes Koselleck’s theories in the light of two ideal approaches 
he labels as Kantian and Hegelian. He concludes that in spite of some 
neo-Kantian methodological positions, Koselleck’s agonistic conception 
of politics reveals few points of contact with the normative proposi-
tions of the Königsberg philosopher or with Hegelian idealism (albeit  
pointing to some communitarist remnants which would to a certain 
degree relate Koselleck’s approach to Hegel’s philosophy). In the latter 
part of his work, Feres refers to various theoretical contributions by the 
German historian to offer a series of suggestions regarding the possibil-
ity of benefiting from Koselleckian insights in order to improve future 
research into modern political concepts.

Jörn Leonhard returns in the last chapter of this section to the theme 
of experience as a fundamental category of historical comprehension 
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(a theme which, as we have said, had been considered by A. Escudier 
from a different point of view in the first chapter of this second part). 
Leonhard examines this problem taking into account the importance 
of language as a means of structuring, articulating and communicating 
the perception human beings have of their political, socio-economic and 
cultural environment. Against this background, he puts forward certain 
elements for a theory of historical experiences, focusing in particular on 
the question of how to analyze the relationship between language and 
experience on the basis of comparison, transfer and entangled history. 
Concepts from the past cannot be translated without undergoing certain 
semantic changes. From a specific analysis of ‘liberal’ and ‘liberalism’ as 
key concepts of political and social vocabulary, the author reconstructs 
the manner in which contemporaries perceived and interpreted these two 
new concepts, and the way in which these concepts and their semantics 
were translated, exported and imported in an attempt to identify the 
limits of these transfers and transformations from one society to another. 
Translation is thus understood as an asymmetrical cultural transfer in 
which what matters to the historian is not the accuracy of the translation 
or the efficiency of the transfer, but rather the mechanisms and contexts 
of the cultural transfer itself.

* * *

The third section of the volume comprises four chapters related to 
the historical semantics of modern times. Each of them tackles a very 
different aspect of modernity namely, the concept of power, forms of 
individualization, the commemorative iconology of wars and historical 
acceleration.

Firstly, Giuseppe Duso, following in the footsteps of Reinhart Kosel-
leck, Otto Brunner and Max Weber, proposes an historico- philosophical 
reconstruction of the genesis of the notion of power as a fundamental 
political concept. According to Duso, who distances himself from the 
treatment of Herrschaft and other related terms in the German lexicon 
(Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe), the concept of political power determines 



 Introduction. The Relevance of Conceptual History 13

2ª Prueba

the general meaning of politics in the modern age. Even notions which 
are often regarded as pre-political, such as equality, liberty or  individual 
rights, would in reality underpin the concept of power, understood  
rather than as an isolated concept, as a logical mechanism or theoretical 
construct which organizes the entire political vocabulary. Duso holds 
that the true change in the concept – which, from referring to the sub-
jection to the dominium of a person, shifts with reference to subjection 
to an abstract political body conceived in order that the subject might 
retain his liberty and equality – occurred in the early modern age, and 
to be more exact, coincided with the Hobbesian theory of contract. All 
this implies an alternative dating of Sattelzeit which, according to the 
author, would have to be pushed back to the seventeenth century. This 
is when the modern idea of sovereignty would have originated – already  
present in Hobbes, but not yet apparent in the work of Bodin or Althu-
sius understood as a rationalist construction based on the willingness 
of individuals to submit themselves to sovereign power, accompanied 
by a whole network of political concepts, linked to one another by an 
underlying pattern of logic.

Jacques Guilhaumou argues in his essay on the temporality of his-
torical forms of individualization that the history of the modern subject 
and its representations is closely related to the history of concepts. The 
foundation of his journey across a lengthy chronological period is the 
textual analysis of a plurality of conceptual approaches to the theme of 
self by a number of theorists, including great seventeenth-, eighteenth_ 
and nineteenth-century writers and philosophers like Pascal, Locke, 
Diderot, Rousseau, D’Holbach, Sieyès, Victor Cousin, Maine de Biran or 
Michelet. Analysis of these sources reveals a complex historical process 
of theoretical and social construction of the subject which extends over 
time, giving rise to a wide range of conceptions and dimensions of the 
modern notion of self.

Faustino Oncina studies Koselleck’s participation in debates on mem-
ory and history, including the German historian’s opinions and attitudes 
regarding monuments to the fallen. For Koselleck, some basic similarities 
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between concepts and images would more than justify a similar meth-
odological approach to the study of both types of devices, linguistic 
and visual. His venture into the academic study of monuments would 
therefore be a natural development of his interest in conceptual history, 
and both areas of work are interwoven from a methodological viewpoint. 
Oncina demonstrates that in his latter years, Koselleck trawled through 
the modern history of war memorials and reconstructed the milestones 
of that evolution in an attempt to establish the theoretical bases of an 
aesthetic of memory and more specifically, of an iconography of violent 
death. The methodological relationship between conceptual history and 
iconology, and his rejection of the notion of collective memory or his 
stance in the public debate over the monument to the holocaust victims 
in Berlin, would be partly inspired by his theory of history (Historik), 
and by his permanent interest in modernity and what he understood as 
a possible remedy to some of the problems of modern society.

Finally, in the last chapter of the volume, Javier Fernández Sebastián 
revives the old metaphor of the runaway horse – not without its apoca-
lyptical connotations – to shed light on some of the fears and reactions 
of the people who experienced the age of revolution first-hand, particu-
larly in the Iberian Atlantic. The anxiety of conservatives faced with a 
world in frenetic transformation, which seemed to have entered a phase 
of chronic instability and increasing historical acceleration, also found 
expression in other images, notably Donoso’s quintessential definition 
of revolution as ‘condensed’ or ‘compressed time’. Images, which in  
any case differed considerably from the much more widespread, stere-
otypical metaphor of the ‘locomotive of progress’, which was rather a 
reflection of the optimistic side of the modern experience of acceleration 
as a result of technology. This approach owes much to Koselleck’s con-
tributions regarding the profound transformation in the perception of 
historical time which took place during the Euro-American revolutions 
of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, and in particular 
to his research on the acute sense of acceleration which spread amongst 
Western political elites during the early decades of the 1800s. Fernández 
Sebastián’s text also shows how the new modern experience of time was 
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not unrelated to the uncomfortable sensation of entering an age of labile 
meanings, in which the relative semantic stability of traditional order 
appeared definitively to have given way to an endless struggle over mean-
ings between political factions and ideological adversaries. 

* * *

Lastly, with a view to their usefulness for readers, two more texts have 
been included by way of appendices. The first was read by its  author, 
Christian Meier, as a commemorative speech shortly after the death of 
Reinhart Koselleck. In this text, Meier outlines the personal and intel-
lectual life of his friend and colleague. I believe that in a volume like this 
there is much to be said for offering readers, especially those approach-
ing conceptual history for the first time, a biographical sketch of a man 
whose work has been so crucial to this discipline and who is generally 
regarded as the founder of modern Begriffsgeschichte. Reading Meier’s 
text, which is so clear and impassioned, one understands better some of 
the keys of Reinhart Koselleck’s legacy, as well as the way in which his 
life and his work interwove in such a dramatic period as the last century. 

The second appendix consists of a Mission Statement which a group 
of scholars, including several of the contributors to this volume have 
recently issued via different media with reference to the setting-up of  
a European project on this subject. I trust that those researchers inter-
ested in this area of knowledge will appreciate a document like this, 
in which there is a description of the outlines of this transdisciplinary 
project and reference to the first volumes in the series of books associ-
ated with the initiative.

Following the Iberian American Conceptual History Project (Iber-
conceptos) and the Project of Intercommunication of East Asian Basic 
Concepts, the European Conceptual History Project proposed in the 
aforesaid text represents the third genuinely transnational programme 
existent in this field. The launch and development of these three pro-
grammes are evidence that conceptual history is now mature enough to 
face new challenges which transcend the limits of nation state. Beyond 
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national boundaries, it seems clear that a discipline like this – transdis-
ciplinary itself – is moving towards an increasingly global and compara-
tive future. 

Not content with crossing the frontiers between countries and dis-
ciplines, conceptual history is also defying habitual periodizations. 
 Indeed, one of the advantages of the Koselleckian notion of Sattelzeit, 
a framework discussed in various chapters of this volume, which only 
partly coincides with the so-called ‘age of revolutions’, is its capacity to 
question the temporal structures assumed by historians in a frequently 
acritical manner. Instead of the century, that standard unit of research 
which sometimes serves as a chronological Procrustean bed which 
cuts up and mutilates ongoing processes in the most arbitrary fashion,  
the option of a time span midway between two centuries – from the 
mid-eighteenth to the mid-nineteenth – provides a heuristically more 
precise alternative in order to explore that great transition which was 
 accompanied by epistemic, political and cultural changes, the significance 
of which can scarcely be exaggerated.

This questioning of the conventional demarcations between countries, 
eras and disciplines, in casting doubt on well-established assumptions, 
will probably result in a keener awareness of the porosity and historicity 
of the world. Historizing the frameworks of comprehension of the reality 
that surrounds us and the very instruments which human beings have 
designed in order to interpret their past is surely the greatest assistance 
and most prudent warning that conceptual history can currently offer 
historians and social scientists. If this call were appropriately heeded, 
humanities and social sciences would become more reflexive and con-
sequently, more historical.
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