
Chapter 14

Middling Ages and Living Relics as Objects

to Think with: Two Figures of the Historical

Imagination

Gadi Algazi

Summary Classical pasts were not the only pasts to be repositioned in the modern

period through the double framing of historicism and nationalism: medieval pasts

were subject to the same treatment, especially in Protestant northern Europe which

had been marginal in antiquity. The paper studies two ‘figurations’ in which the

tensions of remoteness and re-presentification are particularly clear: the construc-

tion of ‘middling ages’ as between antiquity and modernity, and the attempt to

emphasize their links to modernity by the identification of ‘living relics’, labelled

“backward” or “traditionalistic” by forward-looking modernizers but ambiguously

valued also as preserving virtues threatened by development.

In the following, I intend to depart somewhat from sound historical practice, and

instead of presenting you with a detailed analysis of a historical case from which

some conclusions might be drawn, I shall opt for a deductive mode of presentation.

I shall put forth a simple hypothesis and use a limited range of historical materials to

illustrate it. I shall not deal with specific images of the Middle Ages; we have

several useful studies at our disposal.1 Rather, I shall focus on procedures for

producing such images and on reasons for constructing ‘middling’ ages, mittlere
Alter. I would argue that our own “Middle Ages” sometimes, but not always,

function as one variant among several such middling ages.

That ‘the past’ is used to construct, imagine, and legitimate perceived presents is a

commonplace discovered ever anew by historians. That ‘the past’ might be regarded
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with awe, hence that one may assign authority to specific institutions and practices by

presenting them as old, is common knowledge. This is supposed to be the case

especially in so-called ‘traditional’ societies, allegedly imbued with reverence to

‘The Past’. We should admit, however, that this is much too crude, and perhaps too

banal to lead us much further. ‘Traditional societies’ display a whole range of

attitudes to the past. ‘The past’ is never fully shared;2 it is always liable to be

contested. More importantly, this dictum gives no clues as to which segment of the

past is actually used and likely to be venerated. To put it more bluntly: ‘The past’ is an

analytical category alien to everyday use; what people use and sometimes revere are

specific ‘moments’, particular tempora, each often equipped with a particular name

and distinctive connotations which do not necessarily pertain to ‘The Past’ as a

whole. In varying social contexts, actors may invoke and defend their piece of the

past and question other invoked pasts.3 Hence to ascribe to a whole society an attitude

to an undifferentiated and unvaryingly binding past seems a priori doubtful. Nor are
people committed to adopting the same mode of dealing with the past consistently

across social contexts.4 In some situations, a general vague reference to the way

things ‘have always been’ can be considered acceptable and effective; in others, this

would not prove sufficient, and more precise conformity with pre-existing, more

codified images of the past is required to fit an existing practice or attitude into a

given matrix.

Some pasts are simply passés, that is, the models they seem to embody, though

occasionally venerated, may be considered irrelevant. In order for historical periods to

be actually used as effectivemodels in structuring the social world, it is not enough for

them to be held in awe; they might be venerated from a safe distance and politely

discarded. A successful piece of the past has to be both authoritative and relevant. To
be considered authoritative and binding, it needs to be distant—untarnished by current

debates, safe, and hallowed by virtue of old age. At the very same time, in order to be

regarded as accessible and applicable, it needs to be perceived as lying within reach,

not a fading figure on the horizon, but a potential presence. Thus, a successful piece of

the past has to be furnished with contradictory attributes, distant and proximate,

conveniently old and reasonably recent at one and the same time. Temporal distance

is here often a paraphrase of perceived social distance: ‘recent’may be away of saying

this past is ‘ours’, or at least can be claimed and effectively appropriated, be

considered part of ‘us’; ‘old’ might mean positively othered, distant enough to

command recognition or at least some respect beyond the group claiming it.

To remain on the same abstract level, one could imagine two complementary

ways for achieving this. They are often combined, but for the sake of clarity I shall

handle them as two separate procedures and give each a proper name. One could

2 Leach 1954: 265–266, 277–278; Goody 1977.
3 For an attempt to lay out a set of formal constraints for invoking the past, see Appadurai 1981,

esp. p. 203.
4 See Pocock 1962, esp. pp. 213–214.
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either break the past into segments in order to produce a historical period endowed

with contradictory attributes, or split the social world in order to construct a

segment of society perceived as both past and present. The outcome of the first

historiographical operation is the repeated invention of middle ages; of the

second—the proliferation of living relics. These figures, I submit, in their diverse

guises, form an essential part of our historical imagination.

1

‘Middling ages’, Mittlere Alter of all sorts are not simply hallowed pasts, but

specific segments of the past considered both ancient and recent, venerable and

redeemable. That which has been codified in the modern period as ‘the Middle

Ages’ is but one variant. The fascination with the Middle Ages, I contend, is not to

be reduced to the authority of things ancient; it is closely related to their specific

position, at once hallowed and recoverable to different degrees. Different middle

ages can be constructed in varying contexts. Sometimes their pastness is stressed,

their alterity; on other occasions their perceived proximity to the present or the

envisioned, realisable future. But they owe their appeal to their middling position

and its potential contradictions.5

The fascination exercised by ‘the Middle Ages’ should be explained not by

referring to their changing chronological boundaries, but by their relative position,

as both old and recent. From this perspective, the often noted contradictory image

of medieval times—sophisticated and primitive, modern and archaic, repudiated

and yearned for (Oexle 1990, 1992)—does not only reflect the actual heterogeneity

of medieval culture, forged out of components of diverse civilizations and modes of

social organizations; it is also due to the conflicting demands a middling age has to

meet, distant and near at once. Indeed, I would suggest with some caution that the

illustrious career of the Middle Ages as an object of study may be partly due to the

encounter between a heterogeneous piece of the past and a scholarly gaze intent on

perceiving it—although this perception has emerged out of bitter debates between

historical schools which have tended to emphasize opposing aspects of the period.

In a sense, every historical ‘period’, any culture, can be said to be heterogeneous;

but the Middle Ages were fortunate enough to be often constructed as such. The

role they were accorded in the historical imagination of the nineteenth century

allowed their heterogeneity and contradictoriness to be perceived through the

interplay of competing interpretations and political parties.

Pre-modern elites have created and cultivated various ‘classical’ pasts; the

fascination they exercise is related to their perceived distance, more precisely, to

their exclusivist presence. While modernity’s classics were discarded only to be

almost immediately resurrected in the nineteenth century, the comparison with pre-

modern ‘classical periods’ of different sorts brings the uses of middling ages into

sharp relief. Where Middle Ages could enable the incorporation of ‘folk cultures’

5A similar observation has been made by Cohen 2000: 5 (“interminable, difficult middle”).
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within national projects, ‘classical’ pasts were often made present within purified,

increasingly museumized ‘high culture’. As a rule, such epochs are constructed as

the exclusive domain of an educated elite disposed to perceive itself as capable of

embodying—through imitation and reenactment—‘the classics’; humanists have

sought to reduce methodically the historical distance separating them from the

classical past through elaborate exercises of assimilating ancient texts and enacting

purified, revered forms (Grafton and Jardine 1986; Kaster 1986; Bushnell 1996).

Yet the social use of such a past is predicated upon its perceived differential

distance, its relative social inaccessibility. ‘Classical’ pasts can indeed be used to

classify, to draw social distinctions, to serve as a crucial basis for the cultural

authority of elites precisely because they are deemed inaccessible to common men

and women. They might live among ruins of an ancient landscape shaped in a

bygone age, but to gain access to it they should succumb to elaborate rites of

passage and gain access to cultural codes defended by expert practitioners. A

middling age, in contrast, is potentially present;6 it is not—or not yet

completely—passé. It also has to do with a different sort of cultural politics, one

of unequal incorporation within a national culture. Not the presence of mere ruins

counts, but the potential comeback of institutions and practices—dreaded or longed

for.7 The scholarly Middle Ages could certainly be as distant as the codified

‘classics’, but in that case, they would hardly function as a middling age, with its

specific fascination and potential political uses.

Middle Ages of different sorts, with varying temporal coordinates, are in this

sense present pasts. As such,8 they could be invoked by intellectuals both to discard

present practices or institutions (“What a shame—this is truly worthy of the Middle

Ages!”), or in the context of attempts to revive them. This goes some way toward

explaining the political virulence of debates on the Middle Ages in Western Europe

during the nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth century—but also why ‘our’

Middle Ages, professional historians’ Middle Ages, have lost much of their politi-

cal relevance in Western Europe since 1945. Yet other middling ages can be

produced in their stead.

2

The other related procedure has generated not hybrid historical periods but bounded

segments of the social world. Whereas the former figure has often been commented

6Note Émile Littré’s conception of the Middle Ages as a “philological ring” (anneau philologique)
linking the classical period to modern times, thereby positioning French “as simultaneously the most

ancient and the most modern of the major Romance tongues.” Nichols 1996, 25–56, and esp. 34–40.
7 After the reformation, it was not the mere presence of the remains of dissolved monasteries that

counted but the extent to which monasticism was perceived as a relevant option, which made it so

central an element in the perception of “the Middle Ages;” see Thomas 1983.
8 Different Middle Ages have been constructed; India’s Middle Ages are a case in point. In Jewish

history, an influential nationalist perspective decreed similarly that “traditional” Jewish society in

Eastern Europe existed until the end of the “Middle Ages”—that is, until the crisis brought about

by the Enlightenment and the French Revolution. On the Japanese case, see Keirstead 2004; on

India, see Inden 1990.
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upon, its affinity with the production of living relics seems to have been overlooked.

Living relics are segments of the past existing in the present; however, they seem to

exist on a different temporal dimension, preserving ancient models. They embody

the past in the present, and might be used to prove the relevance and applicability of

the past models that they seem to embody—or to point out the danger of their

unwelcome return. Living relics are depicted as immensely distant, immune from

historical change, but lo and behold, they remain fully accessible for immediate

observation and, more crucially, for wider implementation. They are conjured not

by dividing historical time, but by splitting present society.9

Scholars could differ on the exact identity of such historical relics, but they have

often shared the procedure, its underlying assumptions, and, more importantly, the

contradictory requirements which brought it about. In the nineteenth century,

“the peasant” was a good candidate for playing the role of a living relic, but whole

peoples could also offer themselves for service. The operation underlying the

construction of historical relics within European societies is almost indistinguish-

able from that which enabled Europeans to deny the coevalness of colonial societies,

relegating them to a different temporal order.10 For Henry Maine (1822–1888),

India—in Ronald Inden’s apt phrase—was “a living museum;” “the British rulers of

India,” he famously remarked, “are like men bound to make the watches keep true

time in two longitudes at once.”11 Hence the need for intervention, for bringing

about a major transformation from ‘outside’. This also applies to Zionist perceptions

of Palestine.12 At the same time, to substantiate claims for the relevance of middling

ages, living relics in the present were often invoked. The link is particularly apparent

in the case of conceiving peasant communities as immutable (Dewey 1972).13

3

Not only social groups but also language itself could be depicted as a living relic to be

revived. In his ambitious Handbuch der allgemeinen Staatenkunde, published in

Winterthur in 1808, the Swiss Carl Ludwig von Haller (1768–1854), an avowed

opponent of the French Revolution and modernity, sought to present his own alterna-

tive system. It was conceived as a non-theoretical political theory, based on what he

termed divine and natural principles, that is, on principles abstracted from past

history. Yet like other conservative thinkers, Haller found it difficult to argue from

history, since the recent past—the French Revolution and its aftermath—seemed to

prove that historical change had indeed become irreversible. In that sense, one had to

9 In that respect, they go beyond Tylor’s “doctrine of survivals;” see Hodgen 1936.
10 Fabian 1983; Wolf 1982. See also McNiven and Russell 2005.
11 Inden 1990: 138; Maine 1875: 237; see also Ganim 2000: 123–134.
12 For a recent useful critique, see Gerber 2003.
13 See Wolfe 1991, 1997, 1999, on “repressive authenticity” and the colonial representation of

indigenous Australians’ land rights as belonging to “dreamtime” (with 1999: 55 on the double

irony of the colonial setting of Samuel Butler’s Erewhon, 1872: utopist colonists displacing local

inhabitants). Cf. also Mabey 2007 on the effort required to produce “natural” trees.
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come to terms with a new notion of modernity—in some ways irreversible and

radically discontinuous with the time preceding it—rather different from its previous

uses.14 How could one bridge the chasm separating the now distant past Haller

invoked from the present? Haller could not circumvent history by resorting to some

general, abstract principles: relying on deduction or abstract principles in order to

deny the authority of history was in his case risky and could easily be turned against

him by idéologues devising “abstract systems.” Haller’s solution is remarkable: he

resorts to the old chancellery style (der ältere Canzley-Stil), partly still in use, he

claims. He sings the praise of the old style in what can be read as one of the earliest

projects of a Begriffsgeschichte:

The Old Chancellery style is generally both extremely noteworthy and significant. It flew

without effort (kunstlos) from the nature of things and reflected them faithfully in their

purity.

Recent attempts to discredit the old style and to replace it with a “colourless,

metaphysical language-use,” he writes, are intended

to efface all the traces of former relations, so that no one could remember them any more,

and to make even princes forget who they really are. But no-one has been able to corrupt it

completely, and it remains a fertile source of truth.

Haller urges his readers to engage in a historical semantics for pedagogical

reasons: by learning and assimilating (Haller insists on conflating the two) past

language-use, they would immerse themselves in the past and learn anew to think

in concepts still embedded in the traditional legal idiom. His éloge of notarial

language, his attempts to invest legal formulae with ever-present meaning, could

well remind one of certain emphatic appeals by twentieth-century historians in favour

of imbuing historiographical discourse with the so-called “language of the sources”

(Quellensprache). In fact, on various points Haller seems to anticipate Otto Brunner

(1898–1982) in surprising ways; for example, in his conception of lordship as a

uniform structure based invariably on reciprocity between unequals, his diatribes

against the notion of “civil society,” and the way he seeks to dissolve social structure

into a series of particular and immediate relationships (Algazi 1997). This is not the

place to dwell at length upon this point; the one aspect I wish to underscore is Haller’s

use of language as a remnant-turned-relic capable of transforming the present.

My second illustration requires more detailed discussion. Writing some 50 years

later his monumental Natural History of the Folk, Wilhelm Riehl (1823–1897)

identified two forces of change—the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, and two forces

of persistence and continuity—the aristocracy and the peasantry.15 For Riehl, each

hypostatized group was a living embodiment of some fundamental social principle.

14 Jauss 2005, esp. 360–363.
15 I do not intend here to assess Riehl’s work as a whole—a fascinating mixture of astute

observations and flawed interpretations interspersed with uncommon insights—but to reconstruct

the logic of one of his main arguments. From the wealth of existing scholarly literature on Riehl,

see Stein 2001.
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Thus, the aristocracy was said to embody the principle of social restraint and

historical ancestry. The aristocracy, Riehl claimed, is liable to argue from history

in order to defend its position; therefore, it is prone to uphold the importance of

historical consciousness, of descent and birth, for all of society. But since the

aristocracy’s bond with the past is a conscious one and depends on genealogical

tables and a continuous effort of cultivation to sustain it, its effectiveness remains

limited.16 The past, however, is not irrevocably lost because it is embodied more

immediately and effectively in “the Peasant.” According to Riehl, one only has to

leave the city behind in order to enter a different social universe existing in a

different temporal order. Social reality is thus split to allow for peasants to serve as

living archives of the past.17 This is no mean feat. The village had to be constituted

as a separate reality while remaining fully accessible, a true wonder:

Only in the peasant estate does the history of the old German Volk stretch out in person into
the modern world.

All other social groups, writes Riehl, have abandoned their original milieus and

traded their ancient peculiarities for the levelling forces of civilization, but not the

peasants:

Studying the peasant conditions means studying history; the peasant’s custom is a living

archive, a historical sourcebook of immense value.18

Peasants embody persistence and tenacity (Zähigkeit). Even their reputed pas-

sivity or lethargy (Trägheit) is transformed into virtue—a spontaneous articulation

of true conservatism: for “the peasant has not learned history, he himself is histori-

cal;”19 “obscure tradition” preserved by peasants allows us to reach the most remote

recesses of the past.20 Riehl’s peasants are not knowing subjects but reliable vessels

of past history. A passage in the ninth-century Annals of Fulda can thus be

interpreted by pointing to mid-nineteenth-century villages of the Westerwald; one

can also study the facial expressions of the thirteenth-century sculpted figures in the

16 For contemporaneous attempts to take up Riehl’s challenge and cultivate memory among noble

families, see Crane 1996.
17Wilhelm Riehl, Naturgeschichte des Volks als Grundlage einer deutschen Social-Politik
(1851–1869, with several successive editions); the second volume, Land und Leute, appeared in

1854. All subsequent references, unless otherwise stated, are to the first edition: Die bürgerliche
Gesellschaft (Stuttgart & Tübingen: Cotta, 1851), bk 1, pt. 1, pp. 33–115.
18 “In dem Bauernstande allein noch ragt die Geschichte alten deutschen Volksthums leibhaftig in

die moderne Welt herüber. Der Bauer hat keine Geschichte gelernt, aber er ist historisch. Alle

anderen Stände sind aus ihren ursprünglichen Kreisen herausgetreten, haben ihre uralten

Besonderheiten gegen die Ausebnungen einer allgemeinen Zivilisation dahingegeben, die

Bauernschaft allein existirt noch als unberührbarer, organisch selbstständiger Stand. Die

bäuerlichen Zustände studiren, heißt Geschichte studiren, die Sitte des Bauern ist ein lebendiges

Archiv, eine historisches Quellensammlung von unschätzbarem Wert.” Riehl, p. 35.
19 Riehl, pp. 33, 35.
20 “In Zeitläufe, zu welchen keine Geschichtsschreibung mehr hinausreicht nur noch die dunkle

Tradition, welche uns die Bauern bewahrt haben.” (Riehl, p. 39); in the later editions, the term

“dunkle Tradition” was replaced by “dunkle Kunde,” obscure knowledge.
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Elisabethkirche in Marburg by comparing them with the faces of peasants in

contemporary Hesse.21 But Riehl’s intention is not merely scholarly: the Middle

Ages are still present, not only retrievable but also redeemable, because peasants are

still infused with the noble pride of a true corporative spirit.22

These assumptions gave Riehl occasion to comment at length on peasants’ lives,

yielding a mixture of perceptive observations (for example, concerning naming

practices or rural justice) and patent nonsense. But for all its apparent concreteness,

Riehl’s present-past tended to resemble a constantly receding apparition, for he was

avowedly not primarily concerned with real peasants but with “the spirit of an

estate” turned flesh. A constant process of substitution is at work in Riehl’s text: the
Volk is said to preserve old, sound traditions, but peasants were more Volk than

most folks were. Again, when approaching peasants, one had to take precautions,

for some of them failed to behave as living archives should. Some peasants have

already been contaminated by modernity. Thus a further figure emerges:

Hofbauern, living in relative isolation in their hamlets, are said to have preserved

their ancestors’ mores more faithfully. They are the personification of “the most

authentic historical peasant.”

This does not yet necessarily yield reliable living relics, free from the temptations

and changes of the present. Peasants can be contaminated by proletarians,

schoolteachers, and city-dwellers in general. Riehl hence constructs a further, deeper,

and more reliable layer, onto which former ways could more securely be projected

and rediscovered:

Women and mothers drive out of men’s minds all that has established itself there through

foreign influence.23

At home by the hearth, the woman can more easily preserve the inherited Volk-

identity (Volkstum), whereas the man, engaged in communication with the outer

world, surrenders his rough make-up. Living relics are indeed evasive entities, a

cherished social projection occasionally sustained by disciplinary violence

(or indeed by violence tout court). Riehl’s focus on women is not accidental, for

his depiction of the peasantry has much in common with images of women as

cherished, protected repositories of treasured values,24 in need of protection from

themselves. Occasionally, the analogy becomes explicit: An enlightened peasant,

says Riehl, is like a woman engaging in philosophy, a bluestocking in a smock.25

21 Riehl, pp. 35–36, 42.
22 Riehl, p. 51. In the later editions, Corporationsgeist was replaced by Standesgeist, estate-spirit.
23 “allein, wiewir es beiVölkern, deren StammundWesen bedrängt ist, häufig finden: dieFrauen und
Mütter bringen den Männern wieder aus dem Sinn, was von fremden Einfluß sich festgesetzt hat.

Daheim am Herde mag die Frau leicht das ererbte Volksthum bewahren, während der Mann

gezwungen ist, im Verkehr undWandel die schroffe Eigenthümlichkeit abzustreifen.” (Riehl, p. 38).
24 On constructions of women’s sphere in response to social change, see Welter 1966; Cott 1977.
25 “Ein Bauer, der im Sinne des rationalistischen Polizeistaates aufgeklärt geworden, ist gleich

einem philosophierenden Frauenzimmer, ein Blaustrumpf im Kittel.” (Riehl, p. 72).
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Such similarities have not escaped historians; I am more interested in the

underlying operations. The constant process of substitution evidenced in attempts

to portray living relics is symptomatic of the contradictory requirements underlying

their construction.26 If evoking ‘middling ages’ involves a constant oscillation

between representing them as remote and hallowed and insisting on their proximity

and potential presence, analogous contradictions are involved in constructing living

relics. Depicting them as museum pieces would impair their presumed relevance

and applicability; too lively, they might become mutable, modern, and fail to

embody past models authentically enough. Are living relics really reliable? How

much life can we safely infuse into historical remnants? This is the point where a

romantic, idealized view of living relics can turn into its destructive opposite.

The peasants, says Riehl, lack the historical consciousness that aristocrats

possess; peasants are themselves an element of past history. Peasants know nothing

about the history of the medieval empire or political history in general, but echoes

of medieval serfdom live on in innumerable customs and figures of speech: “The

Peasant has not studied history and is no amateur antiquarian; his custom is his

history, and he himself and that which surrounds him is the only antiquity that he

cherishes.”27 Peasants are not in possession of the past; they are possessed by it. But

if so, when and how were the models Riehl wishes to propagate inculcated in them?

If peasants—inactive and immobile—are not subjects but objects, a living archive,

who built this archive? Peasants cannot have constructed it on their own, nor can

they be trusted to manage it themselves. On the other hand, if this role is assigned to

some external agent, they re-enter society and historical time—not a timeless

essence but the product of social relations.

On the whole, Riehl seems to eschew the question and to consider peasants’

tenaciousness simply self-evident, part of their nature. But when at one point he

approaches it, he is forced to depart from his cherished principle according to which

each historically formed group is supposed to embody a set of principles indepen-

dently of all others, and to reintroduce an interplay between apparently isolated

peasants and the rest of society. Peasants are zäh, stubborn and tenacious, he writes,
because living under lords’ rule in the past has made them so. After some conven-

tional condemnations of lords’ violence and abuses, Riehl asserts:

For the German peasant estate, the pressure of the Middle Ages has been a disciplinary

school of life [Zuchtschule des Lebens], to which he owes one of his most precious

virtues—his endless tenacity.28

26 Cf. the analysis of the contradictions involved in the Swadeshi movement’s construction of the

peasant as the true Hindu in Sartori 2008.
27 “Denn er hat ja keine Geschichte studirt, er ist überhaupt kein Geschichts- oder

Alterthumsfreund, seine Sitte nur ist seine Geschichte, und er selber und was an ihm hängt, das

einzige Alterthum, welches er ästimirt.” Riehl, p. 44.
28 “. . .der Druck des Mittelalters ist für den deutschen Bauernstand eine Zuchtschule des Lebens

geworden, und eine seiner kostbarsten Tugenden, seine unendliche Zähigkeit, hat er dieser

zu danken.” Riehl, p. 45.
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Here Riehl comes remarkably close to the insight that tenacity and conservatism

are not essential properties of neatly isolated groups, but the product of specific

historical configurations, of patterned interactions. But he recoils immediately from

the implications of his argument—and not only for theoretical considerations. For if

the peasants’ habitus is the embodiment of past oppression, and some peasants

apparently nowadays abandon their traditional ways, it seems to follow that the

remedy for their current degeneration must likewise be brutal and coercive.

Riehl puts much effort into eschewing this conclusion; precisely at this point in

his argument he introduces a conventionalized praise of peasants’ ancient freedom

in order to claim that the most conservative peasants are those who had enjoyed

remarkable privileges and relative freedom in medieval times; they are, as it were,

Urbilder of the German Peasant.29 Still, he betrays here an uncanny awareness of

the contradictions inherent in the figure of the living relic. This becomes apparent in

the following chapter, as he turns from describing “The Peasant” to depicting actual
peasants, degenerate creatures (entartet), integrated in a cash economy, mobile and

contentious. The real peasant, he claims, would never have sought to change his

social position; but observable peasants, he admits, are constantly trying to become

what they are not. Riehl’s remedy includes not only populist reforms, some aid to

impoverished peasants who tenaciously retain their traditions, but also some harsh

treatment. He prescribes a systematic social purge, an “amputation” of degenerate

members, who should be driven to emigrate:

First, the peasant estate must be cleansed. We have two sorts of degenerate peasants. One

consists of those degenerates sufficiently described above, in whom moral ruin is combined

with economic one. Society can be freed from them only by chirurgical means, that is, by

the most comprehensive amputation. Here there is no choice but rapidly and energetically

to induce the emigration of whole degenerate communities as well as of such individuals.30

What is presented here as a harsh cure to be imposed,—getting rid of degenerate

peasants—recurs in Riehl’s argument elsewhere as a chosen vocation. The German

Peasant, says Riehl, is the born colonist. His tenacity and perseverance pre-ordained

him for his world-historical vocation—to spread German spirit and German

morality to all corners of the world. But colonization is mainly discussed as a

remedy for regenerating men of higher standing threatened by déclassement;

colonization offers the prospect of self-transformation. In Germany, a respected

person would be ashamed to adopt the rural life, “but beyond the ocean he would

not feel ashamed of himself.” The colonist’s life—that is, peasant life—is a true

cure, he says, a thorough cleansing for the whole sick organism.

29 Riehl, p. 46.
30 “Es gilt vorab, den Bauernstand zu reinigen. Wir haben zwei Hauptarten von verdorbenen Bauern.

Die eine bilden jene von uns hinreichend gezeichneten Entarteten, bei welchen sich der sittliche Ruin

zu dem ökonomischen gesellt. Von ihnen kann die Gesellschaft nur auf chirurgischemWege befreit

werden, nämlich durch eine möglichst umfassende Amputation. Hier kann es sich nur darum

handeln, wie die Auswanderung von ganzen derartigen verkommenen Gemeinden wie von

Einzelnen möglichst rasch und kräftig befördert werde.” Riehl, p. 104. Cf. Rebel 1996 (with Rebel

2005) on the role of ‘amputation’ in the production of Austrian peasants.
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At this point, the imagined movement in social landscape is transformed into a

movement back in time, exposing the link between the production of middling ages

and the cult of living relics. The lesson for statesmen, says Riehl, is that “it is in

peasant life and peasant morale”—here standing for colonialism—“that the stale

parts of society can refresh themselves.”31 Colonialism, in this context, is the means

by which a miraculous transformation of the present into the imagined past can be

achieved; it allows one to get rid of degenerate peasants, unreliable living relics, but

also to rejuvenate, to bring back to life, the threatened middle classes. “Survival-

ism,” as Michael Fotiadis notes, can function as a “powerful, extremely versatile

time-machine” (Fotiadis 1995: 99). Colonial reality is imagined here as a modern

equivalent of that “severe disciplinary school” of the Middle Ages which inculcated

such laudable characteristics in true peasants.32 Thus, while historians increasingly

turn their attention to the colonial dimensions of medieval social processes,33 we

can also rethink the role of colonialism and modernism in the construction of

historians’ Middle Ages.34

Peasants, or better, a hypostatized Bauernschaft or das Bauerntum, like Haller’s
chancelleries and legal acts, were living archives, an embodied history (leibhaftige
Geschichte), living proof that the past was not irretrievably lost. They were such

malgré eux: a prolonged effort of inculcation had been, or would be, needed to

make them so. But once this operation had succeeded, it seemed they could be used

as specifically modern repositories of the premodern world. They were living

embodiments of past and future, distant in time yet still within reach.35 On a closer

31 “Der zurückgekommen, zerfahrene, mit seinem Loose, seiner Heimath zerfallene Mann aus

höheren Gesellschaftsschichten findet zuletzt Rettung und Genesung nur noch darin,—daß er

Bauer wird. Er besitzt vielleicht noch Mittel genug, um sich in Deutschland ein Ackergut zu

erwerben, aber so recht eigentlich Bauer werden könnte er in Deutschland nicht, die Verhältnisse,

in denen er aufgewachsen und welchen er entfliehen will, würden ihn hier auch hinter dem Pfluge

verfolgen, er würde sich hier des neuen Berufes schämen. Aber jenseits des Oceans schämt er sich

dessen nicht. So gestaltet sich hier das Colonistenleben—d. h. das Bauernleben—zu einer rechten

Luft- und Wassercur, die den ganzen kranken Organismus gründlich ausfegt. Wer nirgends mehr

seinen Frieden mehr finden konnte, der findet ihn im Urwald – als Bauer, und zwar nicht als

faulenzer Oeconom, sondern als ein Bauer imWortsinne, der Schwielen in den Händen hat und im

Schweiße seines Angesichts sein saures Brod ißt. Es liegt für den Staatsmann ein

deutungsschwerer Fingerzeig in dieser Thatsache, daß die abgestandenen Theile der Gesellschaft

zuletzt in Bauernleben und Bauernsitte sich wieder erfrischen.” Riehl, p. 56.
32 See Zantop 1997; Dagenais and Greer 2000.
33 For colonial perspectives on medieval societies, see Bartlett and MacKay 1989; Bartlett 1994;

Bourgne et al. 2008; Fernandez-Armesto and Muldoon 2008.
34 For an exemplary case study, see Ellenblum 2007, part II.
35 It should be noted in passing that in order to perform this Kunststück, Riehl had to revise the

notion of history and to elaborate the image of the “living Archive,” anticipating some modern

notions of “collective memory:” In premodern communities, memory and tradition were often

ascribed to interacting groups, to whole communities whose conflict-ridden discourse was the

process of tradition. Riehl, for his part, represents the peasantry not as an interacting group, but as a

hypostatized social category, a repository of ascribed “memory.” Riehl’s ererbtes Volkstum
(supra, n. 23) a hovering and onerous entity existing everywhere and nowhere, comes closest to

some modern hypostatizations of national memory.
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look, they turn out to be both evasive and unreliable. Archives require constant

maintenance. The ideological effect consists in invoking their persistence and

tenacity while concealing from view labour involved in keeping them immune

from change.

4

It is very tempting to consider the figures of the middling age and the living relic as

hallmarks of modernity; and in many respects this is surely justified. From this point

of view, the construction of middle ages involves not only a perceived break with

the past, as Pocock and others have suggested, but a more complex, double

operation, which opposes modernity at one and the same time to both an ancient,

classical past and to a middle ground, a medium aevum. Yet I’m more interested in

the historical figuration which brings about these figures of thought—the relation-

ship to the social world which it embodies. A third example, to be sketched in very

broad strokes, might help perhaps to make this clearer.

Both procedures—inventing a middling age and a constituting a hybrid social

universe—are already at evidence in the work of Nicolaus of Cusa, one of the most

prominent churchmen and philosophers of the fifteenth century, but also a lawyer of

rural origin.36 Cusanus used both procedures in his writings. He invented a ‘mid-

dling age’, which he tended to locate in the time of the Ottonian emperors. Unlike

classical antiquity, this was in his view an age both hallowed by distance and yet

proximate enough to be recoverable through a sustained reformatio, a reductio
reformativa. It is there that he located accessible sources for political reforms in his

own time. On the other hand, Cusanus also constructed the countryside as immune

to historical change and preserving ancient institutions, in order to substantiate his

claim that these institutions—notably, legal assemblies—can be convened and used

to bring about the reformation of the Empire. Already in 1429/30 Nicolaus claimed

that while reading the early medieval Barbarian Law-Codes (Leges Barbarorum),
he was actually able to see the institutions portrayed in them in the countryside of

his home province.37

A living relic should be seen as both immune to historical change and the

permutations of the social whole and fully accessible for observation and emula-

tion. The defining hallmark of the construction of living relics is not the mere

36A fuller discussion in Algazi 1998; for a useful discussion, see Ricklin 2004.
37Has [leges] ego vidi seriatim omnes collectas et expertus sum multas de illis, et maxime
potiores, in vulgari usu ex antiqua introductione cum suis formis maxime in iudiciis ruralibus
potius quam in oppidis et civitatibus propter forte supervenientia statuta municipalia haberi.
Cusanus, de Concordantia catholica libri tres lib. III, cap. 25, par. 474 (p. 423). Schaeffer 1976:

2 notes that one should not have expected humanists “to see the Middle Ages in their entirety as an

historic period, perhaps because the humanists of the sixteenth century as well as a number of

generations still to come were too deeply immersed in surviving medieval forms of institutions,

social structures and literary conventions, customs of life and habits of thought, to see the Middle

Ages in our understanding of the word as definitively and irrevocably past.” This goes some way

toward explaining why Cusanus’s middling period could not have been our “Middle Ages.”
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recognition of different paces and directions of change in different social domains,

but a double gesture: insisting they are unrelated and remote, but still within reach.

The construction of both living relics and middling ages is not only an intellectual

operation, but a social strategy by which elites in general, and intellectuals in

particular, can position themselves in relation to conditions prevailing in their

own society—those they wish to repudiate, to distance themselves from, to reform

or to revive. The question how the past, or whole historical epochs, become

relevant, can be displaced, at least for a while; instead of ‘the past’, we might better

look into specific ‘segments’—and not only classical ones; and in trying to account

for their social uses, we might look harder into the particular relationships between

specific social groups—projecting segments of the past on each other, or seeking to

shed the burden of such imputed images, or even seeking to reject one imposed

present-past by invoking another, ancient, but no less imposed and alien one (Sider

1993). Colonial contexts and perceptions of the rural social landscape both illustrate

how groups seek to make each others’ past and future—often while denying the

other’s historicity and the social relationship through which this past is being

reconfigured.
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Tübingen: Cotta.

–––. 1854. Land und Leute. Stuttgart/Tübingen: Cotta.
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