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Victoria Hegner

Situations of upheaval*1
Disciplinary development in European ethnology/cultural anthropology after 1989

Abstract: The cultural, political and social situatedness of science and scientific 
practice emerges in a condensed manner in situations of social upheaval. Research on 
such situations facilitates particularly insightful academic self-reflection. The reap-
praisal of the scholarly caesura caused by the Nazi regime was addressed early on in 
European Ethnology; the revision of the discipline at the beginning of the 1970s, as 
a consequence of the countercultural movement of the time, is also firmly anchored 
in disciplinary memory. However, the fall of the Berlin Wall and the unification of 
Germany, with their consequences for the (re)formation of knowledge and disciplinary 
knowledge culture in (German-speaking) European ethnology/cultural anthropology, 
have been largely ignored. Against this background and by combining archival source 
studies with biographical and thematic interviews with protagonists of the time, the 
present article takes a research-oriented look at the historical developments of the 
discipline after 1989. It is interesting how, as a result of the fall of the Berlin Wall and 
the clash between East and West German colleagues, the development of the discipline 
and its thematic-analytical and social new interpretations were wrestled with. The aim 
of this study is to create another surface for the reflection of how social upheaval in 
the field of science continues to have an effect and what specific knowledge emerges 
from it. In addition, it is a matter of concern to open up the ongoing German-German 
process of understanding, which is accompanied by strong reservations, more broadly.

Keywords: History of science, development of the discipline, fall of the Berlin 
Wall, GDR, upheaval, historical ethnography

There is an event in my scientific socialization as a European ethnologist, respec-
tively, cultural anthropologist that is comparatively brief and, in its short duration, 
quite suitable for being forgotten. However, it has become engraved in my mind, as 
one says, to make the intensity of an experience particularly vivid. It once again 
reshaped my view of the discipline, and it is a powerful demonstration of the sig-
nificance of its history for its cognitive identity, which, relating to Wolf Lepenies, 
always results from social constellations (1981: I). Here is this little episode:

* This paper was first published in German in Zeitschrift für Volkskunde 2020, 116 (2): 193–216. The
text and quotations in German have been translated by Stefanie Everke Buchanan.
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In order to spark the interest of students of a course on the history of science 
in the summer of 2016, I had planned a roundtable discussion on the upheavals in 
the subject caused by the historical caesura of the fall of the Wall. For this purpose, 
I activated my own biographical resources. I began studying European ethnology, 
then called ethnography, in Berlin in the 1990s and completed my degree a few years 
later. I personally knew the important protagonists of the discipline at this time. In 
my opinion, the guest list represented a good balance between contemporary wit-
nesses from the ‘East’ and contemporary witnesses from the ‘West.’ All those invited 
had promised they would come – hesitantly but, nevertheless, in a friendly manner. 
However, only a few hours before the meeting, one person after another began to 
excuse themselves. In the end, only two of the original seven participants arrived, 
and one of them said his goodbyes right at the beginning of the round: We did have 
someone to talk to, after all. As I alluded to, the event was accordingly short, and 
much shorter than planned. 

Subsequently, some of the people who had originally been invited took me 
aside and spoke or wrote to me that I had to understand that they were absolutely 
willing to talk ‘about it’ but that they preferred the one-on-one interview for the 
time being. It became clear – and I had not expected it to be like this – how much 
ambivalence accompanies the collaborative exchange on this subject even three dec-
ades after the dissolution of the GDR and the associated upheavals in the scientific 
landscape and the field, and that an experimentally unified production of narratives 
is hardly possible. The call that “I had to understand this” created an irritation that 
is the starting point for the following exploration into the history of science. Entirely 
in the sense of an ethnographic approach, one’s own alienation creates distance in 
order to approach the problem of a German-German process of understanding from 
the historical depth, and to make it understandable and comprehensible for the 
present – according to the wishes of the actors. 

Disciplinary history in European ethnology/cultural anthropology: 
Its methodological potential and the problems of research in “one’s 
own field”
Since the 1960s, and since the 1950s in the GDR, representatives of European eth-
nology have repeatedly addressed the reappraisal of the caesuras caused by the Nazi 
regime in the discipline which was then called Volkskunde (folklore studies) (e.g. 
Bausinger 1965; Bönisch-Brednich 1991:  177–204; Emmerich 1968; Gerndt 1987; 
Steinitz 1953).

The following considerations are intended to provide a further basis for the 
reflection of how historical upheavals in academia have been addressed and which 
complex interrelationships between society and science have arisen and sedimented.
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Accordingly, my observations are pervaded by the question of how, as a result 
of the fall of the Berlin Wall and the encounter between East and West German 
colleagues, the development of the discipline and its thematic-analytical and social 
repositioning were wrestled with. How, in this period of upheaval, did one deal with 
the fact that the proclaimed “democratic renewal process” of GDR science which, ac-
cording to the recommendations of the Science Council, also offered the old Federal 
Republic the opportunity to self-critically examine the extent to which parts of the 
education and research system needed reorganizing (Wissenschaftsrat 1990: 6), was 
characterized by highly asymmetrical power relationships. The scientists from the 
former GDR were usually confronted with the administrative “Abwicklung”1 and, thus, 
the existential questioning of their own scientific achievements. In turn, scientists 
from the Federal Republic of Germany were offered unexpected career perspectives. 
So, how did this social distribution of power determine scientific and social practice?

The fundamental theoretical concept of my discussion – the economic contex-
tual dependence and social function of science – is not new in terms of an analyti-
cal approach. I follow long-established ideas in sociology and the anthropology of 
knowledge (e.g. Knorr, Krohn, and Whitley 1980; Latour and Woolgar 1979; Lepenies 
1981; Merton 1981:  15–74). Recent studies on folkloristic knowledge production 
in the 19th and 20th centuries have once again broadened the conceptual and 
terminological repertoire of scientific (knowledge) research. Studies, such as those 
by Karin Bürkert (2015) on Tübingen’s carnival research in the 1960s, Lioba Keller-
Drescher (2017) on the establishment of folklore studies as a science in Württemberg 
and Sabine Imeri’s (2019) study on scientific folklore associations in Berlin around 
1900, not only highlight the social construction of scientific knowledge and the role 
played by institutions and individuals beyond universities and scientific research in-
stitutions. They also draw attention to the local ties and heterogeneity of scientific 
knowledge and scientific practice. Focusing in a micro-historical way on everyday 
routine and social communication, they trace the extent to which scientific practice 
is linked to overarching social structures and contexts and specifically modelled by 
them. However, the interrelationship is by no means as determinant, linear and uni-
fying as it sometimes appears in science-theoretical considerations. The interaction 
of overarching structures and scientific practice always also opens up specific spaces 
of freedom and possibilities, i.e. creates options for thought and action that can be 

1	 The “Abwicklung” (literally: liquidation, closing down or transitioning) took different forms in the 
new federal states. It was undertaken on the basis of article 13 of the Unification Treaty (“Über-
gang von Einrichtungen” – transition of institutions). In most cases, “Abwicklung” describes a 
process in which the state governments let the contracts of employees who worked in particularly 
ideologically charged departments expire at a certain date without giving notice. Departments 
could be closed down in their entirety. There were also less fundamental changes: Professors could 
only keep their positions if they had been selected in an appointment procedure based on the 
principle of the selection of the best. 
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taken up as a resource but which are not mandatory. In this context, Lioba Keller-
Drescher has made the term “Gelegenheiten” (opportunities) analytically productive. 
She uses it to grasp, as she calls it, “what lies between chance and necessity, which 
is, therefore, neither the seizing of the kairos (the favorable moment) nor pure 
strategy and planning” (Keller-Drescher 2017: 9, translated by Stefanie Buchanan). 
Following these considerations, my reflections on the development of the discipline 
following the fall of the Berlin Wall are concerned with addressing this historical 
situation as a moment of the greatest possible opportunity for the continuation and 
innovation of the subject in terms of content and analysis: Opportunities that were 
used but which also passed by or failed in their implementation. A clear calculation 
was not always followed, and yet, structures began to establish themselves which, 
as Keller-Drescher puts it, “consist of possibilities for action but also of individuals, 
power constellations and, ultimately, of discourses or the resulting demands for 
specific knowledge” (Keller-Drescher 2017: 311, translated by Stefanie Buchanan). 
In this context, the social moment of upheaval turns out to be a complicated bundle 
of social and political situations which formed these structures with great power but 
were also unstable and fragile. In the following, this will also need to be brought to 
the fore.

In terms of methodology, I make use of historical ethnography and, thus, draw 
on a central competence of our discipline. In contrast to the structural and socio-
historical approaches that have dominated previous analyses of the effects of the 
fall of the Berlin Wall on the academic system in the Federal Republic of Germany 
(e.g. Kocka and Mayntz 1998; Pasternack 1999, 2016), ethnography has the po-
tential to come particularly close to the specific ways of action and perception of 
individuals in order to reconstruct and understand historical contexts, structures 
and meanings from the actors’ individual logic of action (e.g. Fenske 2006: 151–177; 
Isaac 1980: 43–61; Keller-Drescher 2007: 57–68; Maase 2001: 255–271; Wietschorke 
2010:  197–224). In this context, an ethnographic approach functions as an im-
portant analytical corrective to rather universalistic assumptions and, thus, as a 
counterweight to the homogenization of forms of scientific and social knowledge 
(Herzfeld 2001: 5–19).

Certainly, the historical-ethnographic approach to the past and, thus, also to 
the history of science in European ethnology/cultural anthropology is a method-
ological-epistemological matter of course. Studies on the history of the discipline 
since 1945 have increasingly focused on developments in both the Federal Republic 
and the GDR in this way (cf. Dietzsch 2004; Dietzsch et al. 2009; Ege et al. 2015; 
Koffer 2008; Kühn 2007, 2015). The effects that the social upheaval of 1989 had on 
the discipline and its theoretical content and the question of how ‘East’ and ‘West’ 
colleagues were treated in this situation remain marginal, reflecting the sensitivity 
inherent in this recent past. Ute Mohrmann (1991: 18–23, 2005: 195–210, 2018) 
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and Wolfgang Kaschuba and Leonore Scholze-Irrlitz (2012: 423–438, esp. 432–434) 
have instructively described the situation after the “Wende” (turning point)2 in 1989 
in the (East German) discipline; however, this was done rather in the mode of an 
overview and autobiographical reflection than as a historical-ethnographic close-up. 
Teresa Brinkel’s dissertation (2012) on folkloristic knowledge production in the GDR 
from 1950 onwards offers a first multiperspective approach. However, Brinkel also 
emphasizes how fragmentary and provisional this remains. It is particularly the East 
German disciplinary colleagues who have a say in presenting the new structures 
and restructurings of academia in the GDR at the end of the 1980s and later in the 
new federal states: Their patterns of interpretation of the situation at the time are 
the focus of attention. The insights provided are profound and serve as the central 
starting point for the present study. From here, the focus will be directed even more 
strongly to the specific interaction between ‘East’ and ‘West’ during the phase of the 
attempted joint redesign of the discipline and to the ambivalences that underpinned 
this undertaking. What experiences and wishes but also concerns and disappoint-
ments were reflected on the West German side? To which constraints and dilemmas 
did they succumb? Which opportunities were seized? And how was the situation 
perceived by the students, and what, if any, generational differences were there?

In trying to answer these questions in order to trace the effects of the fall of 
the Wall and the subsequent state unity on the discipline in a preliminary way, I 
resort, on the one hand, to written sources. I use political-administrative records, 
especially the files of the meetings of academic senates and the Zentrale Personal- 
und Strukturkommission (Central Personnel and Structural Commission) of the Hum-
boldt University of Berlin from the early 1990s, which are stored in the University 
Archive of the Humboldt University (UAHU). In addition, I also draw upon private 
and official correspondence from professors in the late 1980s and early 1990s. These 
have been made accessible as manuscripts for the first time and systematically re-
corded in the archives of the Landesstelle für Berlin-Brandenburgische Volkskunde 
(ALBBV). On the other hand, I use seven contemporary witness interviews that 
Teresa Brinkel conducted in the context of her dissertation and which were made 
available to me. These are supplemented by thematically centered interviews with 
nine other protagonists.

The fact that I was born in East Germany and grew up there until young adult-
hood represented an important moment of social closeness for the protagonists from 
the GDR in particular. The origin is formative, and it is not easy to escape it in 
terms of habitus. However, following Annett Gröschner: “The Easterner within me 
has shrunk over the years” (Gröschner 2009, translated by Stefanie Buchanan). I 
received my entire disciplinary imprint in the Federal Republic of Germany, the 

2	 “Wende” is a term which is already set in quotation marks in the publications cited. See Kaschuba 
and Scholze-Irrlitz (2012: 432).
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United States and Canada. The categories ‘East’ versus ‘West’ play a role in my own 
self-image primarily through attributions by others. Social shifts arise here on a 
contextual basis.

As much as the 'East-West' identifications, both those brought up by others 
and one’s own need to be considered in the scientific-historical debate, the more 
fundamental question that arises here is that of the ‘loyalty’ to those being studied. 
It proves to be particularly sensitive in research in one’s ‘own’ field. In this context, 
and in order to protect the social integrity of the individual protagonists, I have 
decided to pursue a consistent anonymization. The only exception to this are people 
who have already passed away.3 As experience shows, when dealing with ethnogra-
phies that address the field of science from a contemporary or historical perspective, 
recipients are always particularly interested in knowing exactly who is being talked 
about and quoted. Pierre Bourdieu, therefore, in his book “Homo Academicus” – 
somewhat harshly – described the readers of his work as potential denunciators and 
coded his data very strictly (Bourdieu 2018: 32; Dressel and Langreiter 2003). In 
doing so, he sought to avoid the danger that descriptions would be understood too 
much as anecdotes and as what he called “delightful revelations,” and that the in-
dividuals made visible by the naming “would have influences and effects attributed 
to them that were actually caused by the overall structure of the field” (Bourdieu 
2018: 35, translated by Stefanie Buchanan).

Of course, anonymization is never entirely feasible.4 Especially in a ‘small’ dis-
cipline, such as European ethnology/cultural anthropology, where ‘everybody knows 
everybody,’ so to speak, anonymous descriptions and analyses are difficult and often 
seem absurd (‘when you know who it is about’).5 However, I am sticking to the 
path of anonymization even if, in the following, individuals can possibly be quickly 
identified: It is intended to make clear, in Bourdieu’s sense, that it is not my goal 
to make individuals recognizable in their personal actions. I would like to present 
a form of ideal typology that could be checked by means of further studies in the 
discipline.

3	 This concerns Wolfgang Jacobeit. Already during his lifetime, he openly reflected on his biographi-
cal experiences in science and what he called his East-West border-crosser-existence (Jacobeit 
2000).

4	 (Contemporary historical) ethnographies in the field of science research, especially those that ad-
dress politically controversial topics, are consistently anonymized. However, meticulous research 
begins when one of these studies is published: The specific individuals, situations, places and/
or authorship have been identified, to a large extent, in all ethnographies. Examples of this are: 
Nathan (2005); Stevens (2007); Tuchman (2009). Regarding the problem of anonymization in 
research in ‘one’s own’ scientific field, see Dressel and Langreiter (2003). 

5	 In order to ensure anonymity to the greatest extent possible, the name of the interviewee is not 
only omitted in interviews. In the case of material from private archives, the owner is not men-
tioned either. In order to keep the concrete identity of individuals ‘hidden,’ references to relevant 
literature by the individual are avoided, which is not fully successful.
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My reflections concentrate on Berlin for a number of reasons. The transforma-
tions of the German-German scientific landscape condense in the formerly divided 
city after 1989. The capital has a signaling function, firstly, in that more than 30% 
of the entire research and university potential of the GDR was located in East Berlin 
(Flierl 2006: 2). Secondly, in accordance with the “Thesen zur strukturellen Erneu-
erung der Humboldt-Universität” (Theses on the Structural Renewal of the Humboldt 
University) of May 3, 1990, Berlin was to be developed into a scientific center that 
was to assume important East-West bridging and mediating functions in the German 
and European area.6 Thirdly and decisively, the only university institute in the GDR 
that offered a diploma in ethnology was to be found here. Two other institutions, 
the ethnological research center in Dresden and the “Wossidlo-Forschungsstelle” 
(Wossidlo Research Center) in Rostock, were assigned to the Academy of Sciences 
of the GDR, in this case, to the field of cultural history/ethnology. In the Academy, 
which was also located in Berlin, the emphasis was on research. Contrary to many 
efforts, the Academy was separated from its 60 research institutes and other institu-
tions in the Unification Treaty of August 31, 1990, as a “scholarly society” and was 
finally dissolved, under the direction of the so-called “Koordinierungs- und Abwick-
lungsinitiative” (Coordination and Abwicklung Initiative), in 1992. This process often 
discharged the employees into unemployment or into the so-called and largely inef-
fective “Scientist Integration Program” and, thus, into biographical uncertainty.7

In accordance with the “Strukturplan zur Institutionalisierung des Faches 
Europäische Ethnologie” (Structural Plan for the Institutionalization of European 
Ethnology) at Humboldt University of May 25, 1991 (resolution passed on March 3, 
1992), the plan was to “give it a significant position within the German academic 
landscape” and to create an institute in the future capital city that would be ad-
equate for it. This, as was hopefully noted, was seen as one of the most effective 
ways to overcome the present traumatic situation.8

The following passages describe how this path was taken and the ambivalences 
of the encounter between ‘East’ and ‘West,’ which were inscribed in the development 
of the discipline. The focus is on the negotiation of contentual-conceptual proximity 
and distance, which necessitates a look at the time shortly before the fall of the 

6	 UAHU, Zentrale Personal- und Strukturkommission No. 11214.
7	 The Scientist Integration Program came into force in 1992 and was initially set up for two years 

but was then extended to five years. The program provided for former East German academy 
employees to be employed at universities for a limited period with a research project of their 
own design. During this time, the aim was to develop and implement possibilities for long-term 
employment, i.e. ‘integration,’ in the academic field. However, the program was doomed to fail in 
its objectives; also see Brinkel (2012: 220–224); Pasternack (2006).

8	 UAHU, Zur Beschlussfassung für die Sitzung des akademischen Senats der Humboldt-Universität 
zu Berlin of March 3, 1992: 3, Präsidialamt No. 10219.
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wall. In other words: How close and how far away were we from each other in the 
fall of 1989?

Upheavals: “Who goes to the East goes to another country”
It is obvious in the publications on the history of science after the fall of the Wall 
how dominant the military image of the ‘front lines’ is: Front lines that were drawn 
hard between the ‘East’ and ‘West’ and which clearly divided roles: The East was 
inferior and the West superior (Brinkel 2012; Kocka and Mayntz 1998; Pasternack 
1999). From the perspective of the East German representatives, the “ruthless West-
ern appropriation” and the arrogance of West Germans, which was perceived as 
offensive, was the subject of discussion and often paraphrased with the metaphor 
of colonization (Kaschuba 1993; Pasternack 1998). This contrasted with the assess-
ment of some West German actors that the former scientists of the GDR, even aside 
from possible collaboration with state security forces, were extremely unsuitable 
for the academic job market: Their publication lists were too short, their theoretical 
approaches too narrow and their state of research simply outdated – a structural 
problem of the GDR was here converted into individual failure. If the analytical-
empirical lens is sharpened a bit, similar fronts emerge at first glance in written and 
oral statements. At the same time, however, connecting lines and lateral movements 
appear between them, which are historically and biographically sedimented: Thus, 
from 1980 to 1985, the folklorist and historian Wolfgang Jacobeit held the chair 
of ethnography in East Berlin, with ‘ethnography’ being a term derived from the 
Russian for a type of folklore studies that also included ethnology.9 After the war, 
Jacobeit had studied under Will-Erich Peuckert in Göttingen and in 1956, due to 
a lack of university positions, had gone to the GDR, to where the then East Berlin 
director of the institute, Wolfgang Steinitz, had invited him and where he found a 
permanent position (Scholze-Irrlitz and Scholze 1990: 22). His origins in the Federal 
Republic did not only provide him with a special freedom to travel: This freedom 
was, so to speak, cultural and specifically characterized by the subtle difference of 
bourgeoisie. As a student from the 1980s recalls:

I arrived in ethnography and there were Wolfgang Jacobeit and his wife Sigrid. Po-
litically, they were pleasantly unideological. We could laugh freely about the party, 
which he could afford to do because of his biography. He was from the West, after 
all. We students were often invited to their country villa in Birkenwerder. There, we 
were able to use the private library where there were Western books. That was liter-
ally the West in the East. In retrospect – because I didn’t know or notice that at the 
time, because I hadn’t read my Bourdieu yet – but I think that the bourgeoisie also 

9	 In the following, I will concentrate on the restructuring processes in the folklore studies area of 
ethnography. The history of GDR ethnology up to the early 1990s is described in Lentz and Thomas 
(2015).
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recognized each other here, because I myself came from a family of self-employed 
people, that is, from the middle-class bourgeoisie, which was so suspiciously eyed 
in the GDR.10

Over the decades, Wolfgang Jacobeit rose to become the central East-West mediating 
figure in the discipline. He established connections to West Germany and Austria 
especially from the 1980s onwards; in this case, to the so-called ‘left-wing folklore 
studies,’11 particularly to the Institute in Tübingen, but also to Marburg and Vienna. 
Thematically and conceptually, one encountered another in the increased focus on 
everyday and working-class culture and the adoption of Marxist theories. It was 
about the daily existence beyond the so-called ‘idyll of peasant existence’ and the 
‘beauty’ and ‘truth’ of ‘folk life’ so long invoked by folklore studies. What was of 
interest was culture as “real life”, “as the whole way of life” or, as they said in the 
GDR: culture as “way of life”.

A protagonist from Tübingen retrospectively describes the concentration on 
“everyday and, above all, working-class culture” as a “gallant bridge” between East 
and West:

[…] a gallant bridge, a path on which we jointly said: We are concerned with society 
and politics, with the history of others, and not simply with the ‘people,’ but with 
research on workers and workers’ culture. […] In this way […] a contact zone was 
created in which debates […] were possible and in which the concept that the small 
discipline of folklore studies in the GDR had helped to develop, namely ‘culture and 
way of life,’ was taken up. Culture and way of life – that is, the material bond, giving 
context to experience. That played a major role.12

When GDR protagonists describe this period and the coming together in the years 
shortly before the fall of the Wall, they are more cautious and estimate that from the 
late 1980s onwards they were hardly able to ‘keep up’ with their colleagues in the 
Federal Republic of Germany regarding projects in this research area. In the GDR, as 
one contemporary witness recalls, there was “such a small cluster of no more than 
20 people in the discipline,” which resulted in a “limitation of research potential.”13 

10	 Interview with a former student, September 14, 2018. Citations from interviews and archive mate-
rial have been translated into English for better legibility.

11	 Regarding the term ‘left-wing folklore studies,’ I am taking up a term that has been significantly 
influenced by the cultural anthropologist Götz Bachmann. Bachmann explains that left-wing folk-
lore studies came into being in the early 1970s, and that while the folklore studies of the postwar 
period sought folk culture mainly in peasant and rural culture, the concept of folk culture in 
the early 1970s was reinterpreted within the framework of radical theories of society. He further 
states that the most spectacular and formative of these new theories was the ‘Marxist’ class theory. 
According to Bachmann, it was located, above all, in Tübingen, Frankfurt, Marburg and Vienna 
and later – due to the migration of Tübingen protagonists in particular – in Berlin (Bachmann 
2000: 35 f.).

12	 Interview with a former protagonist, August 8, 2018.
13	 Interview, May 4, 2006, conducted by Teresa Brinkel.
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Above all, it was state-ideological hurdles that made research on everyday and work-
ers’ culture (as much as this seemed to fit politically into the doctrine of a workers’ 
and farmers’ state) more difficult, since it increasingly bore reference to the critical 
present. This was not desired by the Science, Education and Culture Department of 
the Central Committee of the Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands (Socialist 
Unity Party).

Despite these circumstances, a very specific German-German “exchange milieu,” 
as one protagonist calls it, tentatively developed at the end of the 1980s. He points 
out that, “compared to colleagues in […] the historical sciences or others, this 
seemed closer because people knew and trusted each other to a large extent.”14 In 
part, the unfolding milieu resulted from professional interest, but above all from the 
left-wing political stance of some West German representatives; a stance which, as 
another West German protagonist of the time explains in an essay, can be described 
as a kind of “anti-GDR attitude.” In his words, this ranged from “unconditional 
allegiance and critical solidarity to the hope for a self-reformation of the ‘real social-
ism’ that was held in high regard despite many sobering experiences and insights” 
(Warneken 2018: 165, translated by Stefanie Buchanan).

There were a number of ways of professional cooperation. Thus, during this 
time, Sigrid and Wolfgang Jacobeit worked on the extensive Illustrierte Alltagsge-
schichte des deutschen Volkes (Illustrated Everyday History of the German People). 
The collection of material for this work was largely the result of an intensive East-
West exchange: The cross-border procurement of source material, the mutual supply 
of literature and personal expert discussions.15 For this purpose, one met privately 
in the cafes of East Berlin, sometimes even in the country villa in Birkenwerder16; or 
Wolfgang Jacobeit and Ute Mohrmann, who had been the chair-holder since 1986, 
were officially invited to the Federal Republic of Germany by Tübingen or Freiburg 
representatives. As late as October 1989, West German and Austrian student groups 
were still in East Berlin, and Tübingen colleagues spent several weeks in the city 
for an exchange within the framework of the GDR-FRG cultural agreement. They 
showed an exhibition which had emerged from a teaching project and which, under 
the heading “Als die Deutschen demonstrieren lernten” (When the Germans learnt 
to demonstrate), dealt with the Prussian election campaign from 1908 to 1910. 
The fact that the exhibition could be shown in East Berlin was due to the initiative 
of East Berlin cultural studies representatives, who cooperated particularly with 

14	 Interview, August 8, 2018.
15	 Exactly what the network of this exchange looked like can be gleaned from the acknowledgements 

in the two volumes of the Illustrierte Alltagsgeschichte des deutschen Volkes (Jacobeit and Jacobeit 
1985: 12, 1987: 9).

16	 Cf. interview with Wolfgang and Sigrid Jacobeit, September 27, 2006, conducted by Teresa Brinkel; 
interview with a protagonist, August 8, 2018.
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representatives from the discipline in Tübingen. The ethnographers, who worked 
with the cultural studies department, also mingled at the meetings that then took 
place. The theme of the small exhibition sounded unintentionally contemporary. The 
discussion in the accompanying lecture program tended to go beyond the historical 
problematic, and there was a lively exchange about what was happening on the 
streets of the GDR and especially in East Berlin.17 Finally, the East Berlin chair of 
ethnography, together with a colleague from Tübingen, conceived a cross-border 
student project on everyday experiences in ‘East’ and ‘West,’ for which, as the cor-
respondence shows, a lot of patience was spent waiting for the approval of the 
Council of Ministers.18 In short, the foundations were laid well for the unexpected 
fall of the Wall and the coming together of GDR and FRG folklore studies/European 
ethnology ‘eye to eye.’ The new conceptualization of the discipline could become a 
joint project. Thus, only a few months after the opening of the border in 1989, at 
a time when state unity had been established but not yet achieved, the ‘still GDR’ 
colleagues dared to make a first attempt and, on their own initiative, sent a draft for 
the reconceptualization of the discipline in the new federal states to a representa-
tive in Tübingen. The friendly tone and the free addressing of their own insecurity 
reflect the familiarity with each other:

We send you some documents about our activities and our ideas for the future devel-
opment of the discipline in our region. Perhaps you can inform your colleagues […] 
about it. The official way in these matters is through the DGV [Deutsche Gesellschaft 
für Volkskunde, German Association for Folklore Studies V.H.] […] We do not know 
what the situation will be like in the fall. […] We are still dependent on your advice 
in the procedural questions. […] Cordial greetings.19

Based on the self-critical demand to have to face the current changes and to pay 
“in-depth attention” to the contradictory development of the discipline in the GDR, 
the draft outlined the profile of a future “ethnography of Europe” – still in unity 
with ethnology which concentrated on Asia and Africa.20 Accordingly, the focus was 
placed on the “understanding permeation of historical and contemporary everyday 
life, especially of the broad stata of the population of Germany and other European 
and non-European peoples.”21 The training was to be based on the general theme 
of “mobility and identity,” which was aimed at investigations into “intercultural 
processes, especially ethnic identities and their complex effects.”22 In a concept 

17	 Cf. interview with two protagonists, August 8, 2018, and January 1, 2019.
18	 Cf. ALBBV, Korrespondenzen.
19	 ALBBV, Korrespondenzen, letter dated July 12, 1990: 1.
20	 Private archive, “Entwurf. Institut für Ethnographie an der Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin,” Berlin, 

June 4, 1990: 3.
21	 Ibid.
22	 Ibid.
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that was refined a few months later and which had by then already been developed 
in exchange with West German colleagues, the East-West transformation processes 
are addressed as a central concern of the discipline, and ethnographic research on 
big cities, families, women, youth and minorities is also thematically inscribed.23 
However, this draft was doomed to failure. After state unification, the Berlin Senate 
decided in December 1990 to enter into the Abwicklung of disciplines at Humboldt 
University that were particularly ideologically charged, including the Section for 
History, to which ethnography was assigned. Subsequently, a structural and ap-
pointment commission was set up, chaired by the West German historian Gerhard 
Ritter. Under the title of the “Ritter Commission,” it became known for the rapidity 
of terminations and new calls (Brinkel 2012: 201–211; Ritter 1993).

The decision to proceed with the Abwicklung created constellations that shook 
the once existing, albeit timid, “exchange milieu” of folklore studies fundamentally, 
and yet, one tried to hold on to it. West German colleagues seized the opportunity 
and opposed the Abwicklung of ethnography at the Berlin Senate. Trained in dealings 
with the Federal German democracy, they addressed the government with a letter. 
They stressed the competence of ethnography in acting as an East-West mediator. 
They referred to the close cooperation across East-West borders as not only an effect 
of the Wende and emphasized, “as far as one can say this without arrogance,” the 
professional compatibility of East German ethnography with the “West.”24

Among other things, it was this intervention in conjunction with the legal 
annulment and, thus, the delay of the Abwicklung decision that led to a weakening 
of the Abwicklung from a dissolution into a ‘restructuring,’ thus, allowing the subject 
to be given the greatest possible scope for development. At the same moment – as a 
West German protagonist openly describes it – “a gold-digger time started, everyone 
was fighting for the claims, because we knew that there would not be an unlimited 
number of positions.”25 This “gold-digger” period, as the protagonist calls it and 
whose semantics inherently contain the assessment of a colonialist act, has been 
described several times. As with every colonial act, ambivalence and here, one’s own 
sense of shame – the awareness of acting in part against social and personal expecta-
tions – is also inscribed into this one. As Johannes Fabian so vividly described in 
his study on the colonial explorers of Central Africa: They were able to endure their 
actions and the resulting feelings of shame and guilt in some cases only in a state 
of intoxication (Fabian 2000: 1–22).

23	 Private archive, “Konzept: Ethnographische Forschung und Lehre an der Humboldt-Universität zu 
Berlin. Wissenschaftsverständnis  – Forschungs- und Lehraufgaben – personelle Struktur,” Berlin, 
December 1990: 2, 7.

24	 ALBBV, Korrespondenzen, letter dated March 12, 1991: 3.
25	 Interview with a protagonist, August 8, 2018.
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The ambivalence and the sense of shame because of one’s own actions, which 
partially ran counter to the left-wing political self-image, are reflected in the private 
correspondence. Thus, one West German colleague writes to another:

P.S.: You will also be involved in the efforts to ensure that the complete ‘Abwicklung’ 
(really LTI!26) […] of the folklorists at Humboldt University does not happen by a 
simple bureaucratic stroke of the pen. […] All in all, it is often true that up to now 
too little has been done by the people themselves […] Of course: we as knights of 
freedom, truth and tolerance … I am horrified!27

And the response to this:

In the matter of ‘Abwicklung’ […] of ethnography we have […] become active. But 
the whole affair remains a difficult problem because, above all, relatively little has 
been done by ethnography itself to prevent the stroke of the pen. I had […] already 
suggested in the spring […] that a position should be formulated for ethnography 
[…]. However, the planned economy is obviously showing its long-term effects here 
[…] But I didn’t feel comfortable with this […] because it always sounds like the 
good advice given by Westerners in secure positions.28

Despite the looming powerful asymmetries, an attempt was made to reprofile the 
subject as an East-West enterprise. The ideas already laid down by the East German 
colleagues were synthesized with the topic of West German left-wing folklore studies 
in the newly developed draft for the discipline of European ethnology – this being 
the new name of ethnography. With the separation of non-European ethnology, 
which was now to be represented solely at the Freie Universität Berlin, the following 
focal points were planned:

German everyday culture in the past and present:
•	 	local and regional cultural development in the city of Berlin and the Branden-

burg area,
•	 	the diversity of ethnic and national cultures both regarding the European coun-

tries (with a focus on Eastern Europe) and the multicultural situation in Berlin, 
and

•	 	the methods of practical cultural work and cultural mediation including museo-
logical tasks.29

The concept was, as one of the West German actors emphasizes, not only understood 
as a joint reform of the former GDR subject; rather, the opening of the view of Europe 
led out of the “dead ends” of previous folklore studies in West Germany: Dead ends 

26	 LTI: Lingua Tertii Imperii  – a reference to the book LTI. Notizbuch eines Philologen by Victor 
Klemperer (1946).

27	 ALBBV, Korrespondenzen, letter dated December 12, 1990: 2. Underlined in the original.
28	 ALBBV, Korrespondenzen, letter dated January 23, 1991: 2.
29	 UAHU, Präsidialamt No. 10219, Zur Beschlussfassung für die Sitzung des akademischen Senats der 

Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin of March 3, 1992: 3.
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that had caused the all too strong focus on the immediate region and regional 
history.30

The German-German conflicts, the attributions of ‘East’ versus ‘West’ and the 
mediation across these demarcation lines were defined as the focus of the future 
three professorships. The chair was to be headed by a person who could represent 
the discipline in its entire breadth. The draft stated that the holder of a further 
professorship would

devote their research to developments that have had a significant impact on every-
day culture and the lifeworld in German history and the present […]. The Berlin-
Brandenburg region will be a focal point of observation, with a view […] to its cur-
rent function as a point of contact for East and West German everyday culture […].31

The third professorship, finally, was especially dedicated to the “connection between 
ethnicity and culture in Europe […].”32

If one follows the narrative memories of that time, there was a strong consensus 
among the protagonists in East and West that the institute – in order for it to survive 
and have a discourse-setting effect beyond the new federal states – had to be oc-
cupied by a person from the old Federal Republic: This was undisputed.33 One of the 
other professorships – if one follows the narratives – intended to be scientifically 
fair, was reserved for a representative from East Germany.34

However, this well-thought-out plan was influenced by structures of the time 
of upheaval, by which one was ultimately defeated despite the resources used in 
terms of action and design. Thus, it was found that the East German person who 
had been designated for one of the professorships had worked for the State Security. 
This constitutes a decisive moment which was one of the reasons for the failure of 
the reorientation of the subject as an East-West enterprise. How dramatic this was 
experienced is shown, among other things, by the fact that interviewees, especially 
students, remember the disclosure of the involvement with the State Security pre-
cisely and describe it in detail. As an example, a student who was active in the 
institute at the time said

For me, there is the glass box scene [nickname for one of the two seminar rooms in 
the Berlin Institute, V.H.]. The person had to admit that they were with the Stasi 
[Ministerium für Staatssicherheit: State Security Service]. […] The person sits in 
front and cries and says that they had been with the Stasi. In the 1950s. […] That 

30	 Interview with a protagonist, August 8, 2018.
31	 UAHU, Präsidialamt No. 10219, Zur Beschlussfassung für die Sitzung des akademischen Senats der 

Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin of August 13, 1992.
32	 Ibid.
33	 Interview with contemporary witnesses, September 27, 2006, conducted by Teresa Brinkel; inter-

view with a contemporary witness, June 28, 2007, conducted by Teresa Brinkel.
34	 Interview with contemporary witnesses, September 27, 2006, conducted by Teresa Brinkel; inter-

view with a contemporary witness, August 8, 2018.
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was a shock for everyone who sat there. The person didn’t duck away, I have to give 
them credit for that. The person […] came clear in the glass box. […] But I felt this 
disappointment […] From then on there was […] this break because it was clear 
that it wasn’t going to be this person: If you are Stasi, you become nothing. The 
orientation of the discipline had to be rethought. This meant that the personnel line 
was lost, the connection that was needed to save something directly afterwards.35

What started out as a shared concern – a ‘rescue operation’ – of East and West Ger-
man colleagues had now been powerfully transformed into a West German venture. 
All three professorships were later filled by West German and non-GDR socialized 
protagonists – with the harsh consequences this had for East German biographies 
and the recognition of the associated body of knowledge: “That the heads of those 
who were ideologically entangled rolled, that was obvious,” as one student at the 
time commented. “But they also took away people who were not under such general 
ideological suspicion.”36 

Transitions: “Don’t look back, only forward, only the new”
The decisions and processes had serious consequences. In the narratives, they coagu-
late into the topos of a social rupture between East-West-colleagues in the discipline 
and strengthen the symbol of the colonization of the East by the West. At the same 
time, this is broken by the narrative of the increasing attractiveness of the disci-
pline. “Don’t look back, only forward, only the new,” as the former student describes 
the situation. This shows that the metaphor of colonization must be differentiated 
by generation. Thus, the student further describes:

The one professor was very important for me. […] I met him with great scientific 
curiosity, […] because he brought other topics […] because he was a different guy, 
so relaxed and casual […]. Once he simply asked me if I would walk with him to 
the subway and, bam, he involved me in a perceptual walk [central method of urban 
research and sensory ethnography, V.H.]. […] He was also curious about […] East 
German biographies.37

“The new,” as the student calls it at the beginning of her elaborations, does indeed 
address stocks of knowledge and academic-social manners that were ‘Western’ in 
character or interpreted in this way. However, at the same time, “the new” seman-
tically means much more: Especially for students from the former GDR. Another 
student at the time describes that she

of course […] wanted to get to know the West, […] in other words, everything that 
I could not see or learn at school. I, therefore, didn’t want a standard curriculum, 

35	 Interview, September 5, 2018.
36	 Interview, September 14, 2018.
37	 Interview, September 14, 2018.
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as one could have studied in the GDR. And European ethnology offered me this, this 
‘freedom’. You could think your way into completely new contents of knowledge, 
gather completely new experiences. In cultural theories, it was as if I was discovering 
the world in a completely new way. This has certainly something to do with ‘East’ 
and ‘West.’

After some consideration, she differentiates:

“But it was not straigtforward in the seminars: We are now adopting what is valid 
in the West. For example, if I had studied folklore studies according to the Western 
pattern, somewhere in the old federal states, where it was still about folk costumes, 
customs and traditions, I would not have liked that. The thought and feeling of this 
time were much more comprehensive: Finally, I could think and read freely and no 
longer parrot some ideology – no matter if ‘East’ or ‘West.’ This was the idea that was 
communicated and not at all whether it was left or right, ‘West’ or ‘East.’ It was much 
more the understanding: Wow, we have the experimental field of our lives here.38

Empathically, one of the interviewees from the old federal states also believes that 
the East German colleagues accordingly perceived West German colleagues as foreign 
bodies. “By right,” as he points out:

I don’t know how I would have behaved if someone in the West had shown up and 
said: Now I am here. This transitional phase was very precarious and also really dif-
ficult for me, partly because I actually found my colleagues very pleasant.39

The fact that former GDR academics were not given permanent positions and were 
forced out of the university system “personally affected me very much,” as another 
actor coming from the Federal Republic of Germany at the time feels moved to say, 
also – as he sums up the moral dilemma inherent in the structures of upheaval – 
“because all I ever wanted to become was something other than colonial. […] One 
just got into this situation somehow. You won in the Wende […] and others lost.”40

In view of the topics of seminars already existing in the GDR, one of the profes-
sors deliberately began to offer courses with a reference to the city:

Also in connection with the fact that there was already a tradition of urban research 
through the one colleague who then left. She had already done small ethnographic 
projects in Berlin, and other colleagues had done the same […]. She actually had a 
good program […]. Based on the work she had done, I found her interesting.41

In addition, new job holders began to address their own situation on site by looking 
more closely at local history. Thus, one of the first student projects studied an East-
West mediation project that had already started in the 1910s at the location of the 
Institute for European Ethnology. Even before World War I, educated citizens from 

38	 Interview, March 3, 2020. 
39	 Interview, July 7, 2018.
40	 Interview with a protagonist, January 21, 2019.
41	 Interview, July 7, 2018.
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the Western part of the city had moved there, to the proletarian East of Berlin – a 
trend that was to be found in large cities all over the world and which became known 
as the ‘social settlement movement.’ The desired goal was to fill the rift that meta-
phorically ran through society, and which was reflected in the specific topographical 
separation of ‘poor’ and ‘rich’ (‘East’ and ‘West’) through a form of civilizing work. 
This has been interpreted critically and rigorously in historical research as a form of 
colonization of lifeworlds. At the same time, the bourgeois actors have been attested 
an idea of reconciliation, friendship and love (Wietschorke 2013). In a way, this 
movement formed a self-reflexive allegory of the present. As one of those involved 
in the project recalls:

The settlement movement – […] I found this a very appropriate project at the time 
for the transitional period. I think people liked the title of the book as well: Wer 
in den Osten geht, geht in ein anderes Land (Who goes to the East goes to another 
country) – for reasons that were very much in the present day. The East German 
Academy publishing house particularly found it very appropriate for the time. And I 
thought it was fitting in the local context that we were actually addressing our own 
situation because we were also a kind of settlement, to a certain extent.42

Over the following years, the Berlin location of the discipline became the largest in 
Germany. It had a discourse setting effect on the discipline and proactively created 
public spheres beyond the university. Urban research was established from here 
as a central disciplinary line of investigation. Women’s studies and – in a broader 
theoretical and empirical sense – gender studies were able to establish themselves 
further in the discipline, both in terms of content and structure. European ethnol-
ogy developed rapidly from a historically working discipline into a contemporary 
one, with decisive impulses coming from Berlin. A programmatic document that 
put a preliminary end to the reorganization of the discipline in Berlin and, thus, 
in the new German states in a discourse setting manner is the volume Kulturen, 
Identitäten, Diskurse. Perspektiven der Europäischen Ethnologie (Cultures, Identi-
ties, Discourses. Perspectives of European Ethnology), edited by Wolfgang Kaschuba 
(1995). The publication contains the inaugural lectures of the professors and the 
contributions of other (international) colleagues. It reveals the potency of cultural 
analysis in the post-Marxist era. The concepts of nation and ethnicity have replaced 
the talk of ‘folk life’ and ‘folk culture.’ One looked at an increasingly connected 
world and its significance for everyday cultures. The gaze is directed far into Europe 
and especially into Eastern Europe. The realization of the earlier new concept of 
the discipline, developed jointly by East and West German representatives of the 
subject, began to show. However, representatives socialized in East Germany do not 
appear in the volume. Nevertheless, their ideas and the collaborative struggle to 

42	 Interview, July 7, 2018.
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establish a disciplinary profile did become inscribed under the powerful transfor-
mations brought about by the fall of the Wall. Still, biographies shaped by East 
Germany have largely disappeared from the discipline. On the one hand, this finding 
underscores what Peer Pasternack has already pointed out: The “Westernization” of 
the sciences in the new federal states, respectively, the Federal Republic of Germany 
as a result of the fall of the Wall is also evident in European ethnology (Pasternack 
2005). But, on the other hand, in view of the events and perceptions presented 
here, it also becomes apparent that the topos of “Westernization” falls short. Here, 
the social caesura is measured by its results, ignoring the complicated process of its 
negotiation: The fragility, the collegial distortions and the resulting moral dilemmas, 
the failure and success of ideas, and the discipline-specific contradictions that arose 
from them. In the future, it will be necessary to focus even more strongly on these 
partially conflicting developments in the disciplinary upheavals brought about by 
the fall of the Berlin Wall, to address them and endure them in order to promote 
understanding.

A plea for a comparative ethnographic history of science
Aim of this contribution was to understand why, thirty years after the fall of the 
Berlin Wall, protagonists invited to a discussion roundtable still found it troubling 
to reveal together how their own discipline and the German-German scientific land-
scape in general were reshaped as a result of this historical caesura. Through bio-
graphical memories and archive documents, the article explores the reformation of 
the thematic-analytical orientation and sociality of a discipline, and how East and 
West German colleagues struggled with this. I have outlined a surface for reflection 
of how situations of upheaval in academia were dealt with and which interdependen-
cies between society and science emerge and stabilize in the process.43

In view of the caesura of the fall of the Berlin Wall, the dichotomy between ‘East’ 
and ‘West,’ which has often been observed in scientific history, does not do justice to 
the complexity of actions, events and the collegial ruptures and interrelationships, 
nor does it allow us to understand the situation at that time. The dominant thesis 
of a “colonization” and “Westernization” of the East German sciences may prove to 
be accurate in macrostructural and statistical terms. However, the assessment of 
a simple reproduction of the existing federal republican canon once again fails to 
recognize the contribution made by East German colleagues to the academic changes 
after 1989. In addition, generational and disciplinary cultural differences are ho-
mogenized. In the sense of a corrective to universalizing theoretical and historical 

43	 In order to profile and differentiate this reflection surface for the discipline, it would be fruitful 
for further investigations to focus on the momentous dissolution of the Academy of Sciences and 
the new establishment of the East German site in Jena.
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assumptions, I propose an ethnographically oriented and discipline-comparative 
history of science: A history of science that results from the interweaving of social, 
micro and biographical history. It offers a contradictory and incomplete multiper-
spectivity. In doing so, it produces a history of science that provides legitimacy and 
significance to the knowledge and socialities of different groups – also in terms of 
their power – and, thus, enables insightful scientific self-reflection.

Such perspectivistic research has time on its side: The retention periods on per-
sonal files are falling. Let us turn to them and risk, more than 30 years after the fall 
of the Berlin Wall, to further open up the German-German process of understanding 
in the field of science to jointly produce narratives about the events of the past.
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“Volkskunde 70”*
50 years after Falkenstein – an attempt to classify

Abstract: The German Folklore Society hosted a university teachers’ conference at 
the Heimvolkshochschule Falkenstein in September 1970 with the goal of revising and 
redefining the theoretical foundations, tasks and knowledge goals of Volkskunde. The 
“Falkensteiner Resolution,” written 25 years after the fall of the Nazi regime, marked 
the renewal and opening up of Volkskunde. The resolution also recommended a new 
name for a renewed cultural science. What does the reform of that time mean for the 
disciplinary identity of the “multi-named subject” today?

Keywords: History of science, concept of culture, National Socialism, Nazism, 
disciplinary identity.

Introduction
The German Folklore Society hosted a university teachers’ conference at the Heim-
volkshochschule Falkenstein in September 1970 with the goal of revising and 
redefining the theoretical foundations, tasks and knowledge goals of Volkskunde 
(folklore/ethnology). The event produced a special book replete with conflicting 
memories of the mythomoteur of the Falkenstein working conference and entitled 
Volkskunde in Deutschland. Begriffe – Probleme – Tendenzen. Diskussion zur Standort-
bestimmung (‘Volkskunde in Germany. Terminology – Problems – Tendencies. Repo-
sitioning the Discipline’). The book is a collection of position papers, statements 
and counterstatements that were quickly photocopied in the desire to communicate 
their contents. The papers are a suspenseful 332-page account of the transition of a 
discipline. A black and white photograph showing the outlines of raised hands was 
the motif for the cover. Heinz Schilling, who designed the layout of the book, no 
longer remembers exactly how he came by the photo: “The hands are supposed to 
call up associations with ‘discussions’ and ‘voting.’ I see it as symbolizing discourse 
+ dynamics, things are happening.”1 The Falkensteiner Protokolle (the minutes of 
the Falkenstein conference) were never intended to be enjoyable reading material. 

*	 This paper was first published in German in Zeitschrift für Volkskunde 2020, 116 (2): 217–240. The 
text and quotations in German have been translated by Julia Heinecke und Jessica Wallace.

1	 E-mail from Heinz Schilling to the author dated February 17, 2020.
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As the publisher, Wolfgang Brückner, explains in the title pages, they are “not a 
publication under copyright law” but rather “the minutes of the academic confer-
ence of the standing committee on university and study questions of the German 
Folklore Society held in Falkenstein, in the Taunus (at the Adolf Reichwein Founda-
tion’s Heimvolkshochschule, an adult education center) from September 21 to 26, 
1970.”2 The content and structure of the book reflected the course of the discipline’s 
self-conceptualization in the years before and after 1970 and the dynamics of a 
deep-rooted process of renewal.

Not only does it contain Wolfgang Brückner’s opening speech and reports “with 
selected and edited minutes of discussions recorded on tape” (FP 1971: 141–303), it 
also includes “draft versions of the program, discussion papers and flyers” that had 
been in circulation prior to the conference. “Most of this jumble of papers” (Brück-
ner’s preface, FP 1971: 12) document the intensity of the event and the ensuing 
“discussions about the discipline and how to rename it” (FP 1971: 305–328), topics 
that still continue to concern the discipline today.

Some of the important social aspects at play in Falkenstein were lost in the 
transcription; this may have contributed to the subsequent creation of myths sur-
rounding the conference, such as the tense mood, provocations and animosities. The 
book conveys little of the atmosphere during the last night when participants toiled 
with the FP until two in the morning. Instead, it postulates a formula that repre-
sents a consensus aimed at enabling cohesion and renewal within the discipline: 
“1. Volkskunde analyzes the communication of cultural values (and the sources of 
those values and the associated processes) through objectification and subjectifica-
tion. The aim is to help solve sociocultural problems” (FP 1971: 303). 

It was anything but a matter of course that Falkenstein could even take place. 
The “pre-debate,” as Brückner refers to it in the preface, “inadvertently took on a 
fierce nature,” so that people feared an “uproar.” “But the opposite was true” (FP 
1971: 11). The five days spent in the Taunus in September were called to take a 
careful look at the theoretical propositions, research purposes and epistemic goals of 
Volkskunde in order to redefine the discipline. They were not some ephemeral uproar 
but rather the climax of a culminating process that began after 1945 and hoped to 
review a discipline whose history had seldom experienced long phases of stability. 
At the latest, student protests at the congresses in Würzburg in 1967 and Detmold 
in 1969 expressed the need for discussion. Subsequently, the conflicts turned into a 
constructive academic debate. Countless publications prior to and after Falkenstein 
accompanied the discussions. The Abschied vom Volksleben (‘Farewell to Folk Life’) 
presented policies that are printed on the back of the book: Since this discipline 
suffered “from the constraints of a sluggish tradition,” the authors demanded that 

2	 See the German Wikipedia article “Heimvolkshochschule Falkenstein” for more on the history of 
the place. Quotes from the Falkensteiner Protokolle will be referred to as FP hereafter.
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“Volkskunde be transformed into a critical social science” (Geiger, Jeggle, and Korff 
1970).

There are few academic disciplines that were changed by the transformation of 
the 1960s as much as that which at the time was known as Volkskunde. Immediately 
after Falkenstein, for example, Helge Gerndt called the Falkensteiner Protokolle “a 
first-rate document on the history of the field. We can only hope that it is not pushed 
aside after managing to get the ball rolling, and will instead be an encouragement 
along the path toward a meaningful future for Volkskunde research, if not an impor-
tant milestone” (Gerndt 1971b: 255). What did Falkenstein signify: The long overdue 
self-reflection of a discipline behind the times? The beginning of the end, as Leopold 
Schmidt warned in the face of the “dissolution and fragmentation that was apparent 
within the discipline” (Schmidt 1981: 37)?3 Or quite the opposite: Would introducing 
a more general concept of culture enable a metamorphosis, during the course of 
which the field could confidently come to be understood “as a covert key discipline” 
(Lindner 1987: 6), thanks to its innovational strength and appeal during the 1980s? 
What paths led to today’s “field of many names” – “From Volkskunde to ‘The field of 
many names’” (Bendix 2012)? What distinct concepts, theories and methods united 
the institutes that belong to the German Folklore Society (Deutsche Gesellschaft 
für Volkskunde, dgv) and are known by names such as European ethnology, cultural 
anthropology or empirical cultural studies?

“Volkskunde beyond the ideologies”: Reform initiatives after 1945
In retrospect, Helge Gerndt claimed that one of the prevalent achievements of the 
Falkenstein conference was that it prevented “the imminent division of the field” 
(Gerndt 1988:  2). The “unity of the field” (FP 1971:  303) had also been called 
for at Falkenstein. But what exactly did this evocative phrase mean? Was it the 
social unity of a supportive milieu that was not only recruited from the scientific 
community but also from nonscientific groups active in the cultural sphere who 
promoted the preservation of regional values and traditions? Was it the ongoing 
historical development of a cognitive identity for the science of Volkskunde? Did 
such an identity even exist? Since the 19th century, a permanent state of instability 
was the only type of continuity the discipline had ever experienced. Volkskunde was 
an “additional product” (Weiss 1946: VII), at odds with the scientific community. 

3	 The “Volkskunde der Gegenwart” (‘Present-day Volkskunde’) from 1981 is an extended reprint of 
“Volkskunde heute, 1968. Beobachtungen und Betrachtungen,” published in Antaios. The “news-
paper for a free world” was founded in 1959 by Ernst Jünger and Mircea Eliade. Most of the people 
involved were conversative thinkers. The newspaper also attracted Volkskunde authors (Will-Erich 
Peuckert, Max Lüthi, etc.). Before it was discontinued in 1971, numerous nonconformist and 
left-wing alternative scholars also published articles, for example, the anthropologist Ernesto de 
Martino or Sergej Golowin’s “Psychedelische Volkskunde” (‘Psychedelic Volkskunde’) (1971).
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However, in exchange, it offered more opportunities for points of contact with other 
disciplines. Its ambiguous position could be attributed to its peculiar nature and 
the coexistence of different methods of practicing the science of Volkskunde. In this 
respect, the field can undoubtedly be understood as “an interface discipline whose 
way of thinking is associated with a flexible combination of theories and methods”: 
“There is hardly any other field for which transdisciplinarity has played such a big 
role – long before the word even existed” (Wietschorke 2015: 63).

The Nazi regime had fallen 25 years before September 1970. Volkskunde was re-
organizing itself after having been heavily involved in the ideology the Nazis used to 
seize and maintain power. After 1933, the discipline had contributed to dismantling 
the boundaries between ideology and science. In addition, it was the Nazis’ science 
policy that explicitly made it possible for Volkskunde to be established as a univer-
sity subject. The same policy appointed university chairs based primarily on party 
loyalty and ideological compatibility. The academic institutionalization after 1933 
also called into question the field’s scientific character and its self-mobilization as a 
science for legitimizing völkisch nationalism and Germanophile esoterism. Whether 
it was a ‘collapse’ or ‘liberation,’ there was a cut after 1945; nevertheless, the disci-
pline failed to reflect on its role under the Nazi regime. Initially, skepticism was con-
fronted with the desire to maintain a continuity and carry on as before (Maus 1946; 
Peuckert 1947). Attempts at repositioning the discipline during the 1950s decidedly 
omitted the field’s Nazi history. Nowadays, they sound like insider voices from of an 
insular culture – a world of its own that shows little interest in the outside world. 
For the most part, the authors’ academic qualifications were acquired before 1945. 
Many of those who voiced these opinions on policies had linked their academic work 
to their political engagement for the Nazi party, the fight for national traditions and 
nationalistic education (e.g. Freudenthal 1955; Schier 1959).

In 1960, Adolf Bach published a new edition of his 1937 book Deutsche Volks
kunde (‘German Volkskunde’), the publication history of which clearly illustrates 
the mechanisms employed to establish continuity within the discipline. This was 
the only comprehensive work published during the postwar period and was clearly 
rooted in Nazi ideology. At most, Bach had made superficial changes, and the rejec-
tion of his racist ethnocentrism was modest at best. Rudolf Kriss, for example, criti-
cized the distressfully blunt terminology of the Nazi era: “How close his alliances 
still are is divulged by his continued usage of the term ‘Volk’ as coined by a leading 
representative of Nazi Volkskunde, A. Helbok (p. 127)” (Kriss 1961: 58). A scandal? 
Not at all, otherwise, the book received unreserved recognition. The legitimization 
for the lack of reflection was found in Will-Erich Peuckert’s dictum of two types of 
Volkskunde divided into a political and unscientific movement, on the one hand, and 
a scientific and ethical one, on the other. Continuity could be established in the 
postwar era by adapting and adjusting the semantics of key concepts and patterns 
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of orientation (Bollenbeck and Knobloch 2001). In doing so, the semantic field Volk 
maintained its role as the integrative core of the discipline (Eggmann et al. 2019; 
Moser, Götz, and Ege 2015).

In addition to the preservation of continuity, certain policies were removed 
(Beck 1997:  104–127) almost without notice, subtle attempts at denazifying the 
discipline. Hans Moser, Karl Sigismund Kramer and their Munich School attempted 
to liberate the field from its völkisch nationalistic tendencies and constructions of 
Germanic continuity using historical and critical methods for studying the ‘Volkskul-
tur’ or ‘people’s culture.’ By contrast, the Volkskunde community expressed a great 
deal more skepticism of Hermann Bausinger’s attempt to emancipate the field from 
its narrow confines as a science restricted to premodern relics and, instead, conduct 
a cultural analysis of modern industrial society. Gerhard Heilfurth proposed new 
reform policies in his inaugural lecture in Marburg, “Jenseits der Ideologie” (‘Beyond 
ideologies’) (1961), that called for the field to orient itself toward the social sciences 
and cultural anthropology. All of these approaches were tools for liberating Volks
kunde from the limited focus on the “nostalgic and retrospective direction” it was 
taking and, thus, to maximize the “social status of our field” (Greverus 1969: 17).

The foundation of two separate German states in 1949 initiated a dual history 
of German-German competition and cooperation in which neither East nor West 
Germany were initially willing to give up the idea of unifying the discipline. In 
alternating phases of alienation and rapprochement, individuals and institutes on 
both sides of the German-German border (also) saw themselves as members of a pan-
German discipline, despite divisive differences in content, for example, the branch 
of Volkskunde in the West dedicated to displaced persons and the orientation to 
Soviet ethnography in the East. In East Germany, Volkskunde also clung to the term 
‘Volk.’ Now, the discipline’s task was “to study the material and psychological culture 
of the working German Volk” (Steinitz 1955: 30), thus, maintaining the connection 
between Volk, nation and culture. The East German Volkskunde, as an academic 
discipline in an anti-fascist state, already seemed to have been relieved of the duty 
of carefully examining its Nazi past. It is that much more remarkable that Wolfgang 
Jacobeit referred to the history of the discipline between the two world wars as 
the antecedent to the Nazi era in his book Bäuerliche Arbeit und Wirtschaft (1965). 
Meanwhile, Volkskunde in East Germany tried to find a middle ground between its in-
dependence and a growing obligation to allow itself to be instrumentalized by party 
ideology. Regular policy alignments included a pledge to the scientific model of “real 
socialism” as part of the third university reform (Jacobeit and Mohrmann 1968/69). 
Here, too, the discipline was expanded to include “contemporary research” (Jacobeit 
and Nedo 1969).4

4	 Cf. Mühlberg (1999) for more on ‘1968’ in East Germany, or Mohrmann (2001) for a focus on 
Volkskunde.
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Volkskunde had only managed to establish itself at universities after 1933. 
Consequently, its position seemed very unstable during the 1950s, even as institutes 
and departments in Kiel, Münster, Marburg, Freiburg, Mainz, Bonn and Würzburg 
were quietly expanding. The younger generations who were promoting reforms 
sounded the alarm in the midst of this consolidation. While the German Council of 
Science and Humanities, which was founded in 1957, suggested a massive program 
of expansion for the universities in 1960, it recommended that “The existing chairs 
appear to be sufficient for Volkskunde (‘folklore studies’)” (German Council of Science 
and Humanities 1960: 92). Hermann Bausinger responded by diagnosing the lasting 
impact of the “discreditation of the subject area due to the research it conducted to 
support the Nazis.” Calling the discipline “folklore studies,” he claimed, “makes light 
of the discipline in an unbearable manner.” He went on to say that Volkskunde has 
long stopped “focusing its research on mythological relics; instead, it aims to achieve 
an understanding of the history of human thought in historical cultural movements 
and vanishing ways of life and to study folk culture in industrial society.” The lack of 
disciplinary unity “risks dilettantism, on the one hand, while also opening the floor 
for discussions between disciplines and the humanization of the extensive range of 
academic research.”5

In West Germany, Volkskunde was wrestling with enormous problems relating 
to its identifiability. Here is one episode that exemplified the discipline’s unclear 
status: During consultations with the Ministry of the Interior in Bonn, Helmut 
Dölker, chairman of the Volkskunde association, was told in 1955 by Carl Gussone, 
a government official, that his subject area was no longer categorized as a science 
and was now the responsibility of the culture department. Dölker stated: “He said 
this decision had been made by analogy with the working group of the German 
homeland, hiking and nature conservation associations; they were in the right 
hands with him as he was responsible for ‘general culture.’”6 This legacy of seeing 
Volkskunde as a nonacademic field of study dates back to its prescientific stage of 
development and continued to have an impact well after 1945 (Bagus 2005; Nikitsch 
2006; Schürch, Eggmann, and Risi 2010), impeding efforts to professionalize the 
discipline. Volkskunde was relegated to a marginal position in the new concepts of 
the educational reform. It was bound to lose its status as a popular field of science 
with a large number of amateur players over the course of the euphoric plans and 
academic reforms of the 1960s.

5	 Hermann Bausinger: Das Fach Volkskunde in den Empfehlungen des Wissenschaftsrates, manu-
script, Archiv des Seminars für Volkskunde Bonn [Archives of the Department of Cultural Anthro-
pology, Bonn], file A-J 1961.

6	 Bericht über Besuch beim Bundesministerium des Innern am 4. März 1955. 14.30 bis 15.20 – Minis
terialrat Gussone (H. Dölker March 4, 1955), [Report of a visit to the Ministry of the Interior on 
March 4, 1955. 2:30 to 3:20 pm – Head of Division Gussone], Archiv der Deutschen Gesellschaft für 
Volkskunde [Archives of the German Folklore Society], Freiburg, file 218.
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Gerhard Heilfurth was elected chairman of the Verband der Vereine für Volks
kunde (Alliance of Volkskunde Associations) in 1961. He was responsible for mod-
ernizing the association by transforming it into the academically viable Deutsche 
Gesellschaft für Volkskunde or German Folklore Society (Köstlin 2015). Founded 
in 1963 and reorganized in 1965, the association presented itself at a conference 
entitled “The importance of work for people” in Marburg (Heilfurth and Weber-
Kellermann 1967). It was the last conference that colleagues from East Germany 
were able to attend for some time. In view of the public status of the event, the 
conference in Marburg, which welcomed 497 attendees and received a great deal of 
public attention, marked the beginning of a new era.

In his welcoming speech, the president of the university in Marburg, Karl Paul 
Hensel, addressed “the importance of Volkskunde in the totalitarian system of the 
Third Reich” and praised Adolf Reichwein’s role as a dissident (dgv-Informationen 
1965: 1). The renewal resulted in an increase in membership and more diversity in 
a previously self-contained milieu. Whereas the old association only had corporate 
members (1963: 144), personal members (1968: 314 plus 150 corporate; Sauermann 
1970) were now also permitted, although initially their acceptance was conditional 
on being recommended by established members. Both the Volkskunde community 
and the German Folklore Society were opening their doors. Bolstered by the wave 
of democratization in the 1960s, students joined the organization in throngs and 
demanded a say. The old, close-knit association could accurately be described as 
a relatively self-contained community that shared the same values and ideology 
and had undergone similar experiences in their socialization. Considering that until 
then this had been a largely homogenous milieu, the escalating conflicts between 
generations and interest groups were all the more vehement. Students attended the 
Volkskunde conferences in Marburg in 1965 and Würzburg in 1967 and shook the 
foundations of the association’s values, which had been resisting efforts at moderni-
zation. They established a counter-public with new types of protest and debates on 
the social responsibilities of academia.

Born in 1909, dgv chairman Gerhard Heilfurth belonged to the generation of 
völkisch nationalistic students of the late Weimar Republic who had paved the way 
for the Nazi regime, becoming functionaries after 1933. Now, in the modernized 
postwar democracy of West Germany, he was aiming for a balance: “Since our meet-
ing in Würzburg in 1967, the German Folklore Society has repeatedly been attacked 
by students who felt uneasy about the current situation in the field and were calling 
upon the society to give this matter more attention” (DGV-Informationen 1969: 3)7. 
At the Detmold working conference, he submitted a report as the outgoing chair-

7	 At the general meeting, a commemoration of members who had died in 1968 marked a genera-
tional shift and a new era. Max Hildebert Boehm, Theodor Frings and Adolf Helbok were among 
those commemorated.
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man in which he expressed his dismay at “the disgruntlement, the aggression, and, 
unfortunately, invectives” in the discussion of fundamental issues. But he also wel-
comed the critical debate: “Critical debates are the lifeblood in a world striving for 
democracy; but they must be objective, issue-driven, and as rational as possible, 
without insulting others, especially when it comes to scientific questions” (DGV-
Informationen 1969: 12).

After 1945, Heilfurth was one of those who promoted modernization and de-
mocratization. His book Volkskunde jenseits der Ideologien (‘Volkskunde beyond 
Ideologies’) (1961) and his recommendations that the discipline orient itself on 
English-speaking cultural anthropology were aimed at liberating Volkskunde from its 
national confines. Nevertheless, both his personal connections and the discipline’s 
past involvement with the Nazi regime were left unmentioned.

“In the shadow of the past” – Aftermath of nazism
The history of the Nazi era gave the worldwide youth protests of 1968 a special qual-
ity in Germany. Beginning in the late 1950s, attempts to distance the country from 
its uncritical ties to the Nazi regime had sparked “dynamic times” (Schildt, Sieg-
fried, and Lammers 2000) – including a search for new ways of life, emancipation 
from authoritarian conditioning, a criticism of the continuity within political and 
public institutions, or the reformation of the principles of science and universities. 
Since Georg Picht declared the German education crisis in 1964 and Ralf Dahrendorf 
proclaimed, “education is a civil right” (1965), universities had been working on 
distancing themselves from the norms and principles of the past. Consequently, 
student protects, social liberalization, and education and university reforms were 
inseparably connected to the social concepts of “coming to terms with the past” 
and “working through the past.” Theodor W. Adorno had already questioned the 
phrase “working through the past” as a cross between an imposition and a promise, 
claiming it “does not mean seriously working upon the past, that is, through a lucid 
consciousness breaking its power to fascinate. On the contrary, its intention is to 
close the books on the past and, if possible, even remove it from memory” (Adorno 
1963: 125). The terms refer to the yearning to be relieved of a historical responsibil-
ity. They imply that one can “come to terms with” the past, i.e. the past can be 
controlled and “worked through” and will then be over and done with.

In examining the aftermath of the Nazi era, questions arose regarding continui-
ties and their consequences – the ongoing presence of certain people, the survival 
of ways of thinking and the persistence of theories whose legitimacy was not thor-
oughly examined after 1945. It is surprising that the Nazi history was not explicitly 
addressed at the meetings to establish the self-conception of the discipline between 
1967 and 1970. Even as a critical analysis of the history of Volkskunde and its ideol-
ogy was beginning to take place, barely any reference was made to their Nazi past 
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at the conferences in Würzburg, Detmold and Falkenstein. Nevertheless, the later 
analysis of the Nazi period and its impact still played an important role in triggering 
the subsequent years of reform. In these years, at least, momentous events took 
place: The neo-Nazi party NPD (National Democratic Party of Germany) was repre-
sented in seven state parliaments in West Germany in 1968. Willy Brandt kneeled at 
the Warsaw Ghetto memorial in December 1970, a tribute to the victims of the Nazi 
genocide, a gesture that symbolized a German chancellor asking for forgiveness and 
accepting the blame and responsibility for the crimes committed by the Nazi regime.

Twenty-five years after the fall of the Nazi regime, its legacy could still be felt 
on various levels. The initial attempt to denazify the universities after 1945 – which 
was soon largely reversed – was never supported by the universities themselves but 
rather enforced by the Allied occupiers. In the field of Volkskunde, party upstarts 
from the rival Nazi research institutes Amt Rosenberg and the SS Ahnenerbe were 
in fact excluded from the scientific community in 1945, effectively ending their 
academic careers. But otherwise, the discipline appeared to be mostly at peace with 
itself. Against this backdrop, Gerhard Heilfurth’s 1966 summary of the history of 
Volkskunde is rather disconcerting, as he believed that the only thing the former 
Volkskunde association had achieved between 1933 and 1945 was to successfully as-
sert the scientific integrity of the discipline until the “collapse of the Nazi regime”: 
“During this entire period, the council […] tirelessly promoted the gradual expan-
sion of Volkskunde despite numerous setbacks and helped to strengthen and improve 
the position of Volkskunde at universities and other institutes of higher education” 
(Heilfurth 1966: 7). Heilfurth consistently drew from the experiences of a “society 
in collapse” after 1945, reviving the discourse of victimhood.

The Nazi legacy only began to be addressed in interdisciplinary lecture se-
ries at universities across the country (Haug 1967; Lammers 2000). During a series 
of lectures in Tübingen entitled “German intellectual life and Nazism,” Hermann 
Bausinger rejected the idea that the discipline had been usurped from the outside, 
insisting instead that Nazism “had indeed emphasized central concepts of this sci-
entific discipline.” He, therefore, believed it was important to discuss whether the 
name itself “did not automatically preserve certain ideological elements” (Bausinger 
1965: 177). Consequently, “if Volkskunde is the field in which Nazi ideologies were 
most rampant, then it is also the field that must uncover ideological elements and 
develop robust theories” (Bausinger 1965: 202). This admonition was soon followed 
by systematic efforts to achieve just that. Wolfgang Emmerich’s thesis (1968) incited 
heated debates, which he stoked up in a second edition written for the influential 
“edition suhrkamp” (1971). This critical study of the ideology uncovered fault lines; 
in view of hardening confrontations, it finally forced scholars to examine the issue 
of the “unity of the discipline” that had been invoked in Falkenstein. Utz Jeggle 
addressed the reflexive defensiveness that was appearing in reviews of the book 
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to describe how the discipline was caught “in the shadow of the past”: “At first 
glance, it is striking that all three reviewers do not seem to have understood the 
book” (Jeggle 1970a: 6). Why? Because they rejected the critical examination of 
the discipline’s Nazi past. Jeggle noted a disconnect between the generations and 
saw a “deeper meaning” in the “unwillingness to come to terms with a specific era 
and a developmental trend in the history of the discipline”: “They want to be rid of 
the past as quickly as possible, saying everything has been dealt with! And anyone 
who does not want to accept these lies as truth is attacked and discredited as a 
troublemaker” (Jeggle 1970a: 7).

The generational conflict escalated. The vow of silence of the older cohorts 
proved irreconcilable with the demands of the younger generations to “work through 
the past” and promote a renewal of the discipline. An analysis of the interdependen-
cies between the academic discipline Volkskunde and the practices of the Nazi regime 
resulted in considerable problems for the ensuing debates. These concerned 1) the 
deficits in the scientificity of the discipline referred to as “an antipathy to theory” 
(Bausinger 1968/69), which also manifested in the name “Volkskunde.” This resulted 
in 2) the name debate that connected problems of identifiability with issues related 
to the cognitive identity of the discipline. Where in the hodgepodge of related 
disciplines from philology and the social sciences to cultural anthropology could 
Volkskunde find a new home? And, finally, 3) questions arose regarding the political 
relevance and benefits of science for society (e.g. Hartinger 1993). These ques-
tions yielded the most unproductive answers and ended in energetic accusations of 
ideologism being tossed back and forth. Wolfgang Brückner, for example, wished to 
talk with Emmerich in Falkenstein about “this important and necessary book that, 
however, had itself been written from an ideological point of view.” But he also took 
a passing shot, adding, before the edition suhrkamp “exploited and popularized it 
as ‘devotional Marxist literature’” (FP 1971: 137 f.).

“Farewell to folk life,” “Who benefits from Volkskunde?” – 
Questions and turning points
Attempts to establish the field’s theoretical foundation as a critical social science 
revealed one option for Volkskunde to gain significance as a restored discipline. 
According to Hermann Bausinger, “theoretical analysis alone is the critical analysis 
of existing habits and is the only way to establish a practice that is no longer a 
blind repetition of how things were always done” (1968/69: 57). Another question 
remained: What was it about the tiny state of Volkskunde that appealed to those 
troubled students of 1968 who were also overcome by a worldwide “spirit of unrest” 
(Rosenberg, Münz-Koenen, and Boden 2000)? What were they searching for and 
what did they find here that could not be found in those disciplines that inspired 
new theories and were easily identified as socially relevant and connected to politi-
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cal causes, such as emancipation and social criticism? Compared to the intellectual 
sex appeal of the large theoretical disciplines in the humanities and social sciences, 
the theories produced by Volkskunde were more comparable to a small subsistence 
farm. So, who in 1968 was interested in this field whose social relevance was well 
concealed, at least ostensibly? In any case, the older generations’ lack of theoretical 
research had given way to the enthusiasm of the younger generations, who were 
calling for theoreticization – as an alternative to the self-purposeful collection and 
preservation of the old Volkskunde. This revealed new paths for disciplinary renewal 
initially aimed at overcoming the key term “volk” in exchange for an open-minded 
concept of culture. To use Wolfgang Brückner’s words: “In Falkenstein, an actual 
consensus with the ‘old’ (for many of us, one could probably say ‘ancient’), Volks
kunde appeared at first glance to be possible on one matter only – this, however, 
was a decisive issue – the conscious emphasis on the dynamic character of culture 
[…]” (FP 1971: 20).

Of course, generational conflicts preceded the agreement on culture. To come 
back to the turbulent years of 1967, 1968 and 1969, an antiquated milieu became 
the stage for new forms of protest and activism. There may well have been a sense of 
familiarity and comprehension in the study of historical forms of protest or ritual-
ized rebuke. But less so, of course, when it came to the strange world of student 
orchestrations in which the distinction between serious statements and irony could 
not be clearly made. During a boat trip in Würzburg in 1967, students from Tübin-
gen released balloons with “Jugend forscht” (‘youth research’) printed on them into 
the sky and disseminated flyers that “expressed their regret” (Volkskunde-Forum 
1967: 13). This regret was aimed at the unwavering ignorance regarding the objec-
tion raised by Heinz Maus who had “appealed to the conscience of a deprived Volk-
skunde and, in the end, denied the discipline its right to exist.” Before the subject 
area could develop self-confidence, he claimed, it must first reflect on its past. The 
students were calling for a “scientific analysis” that would need, “Less personal 
courtesy, more objective debate.” Furthermore, “A departure from provincialism. The 
presumption would be to finally pay attention to and examine related sciences such 
as sociology, cultural and social anthropology, psychology, etc.” (Volkskunde-Forum 
1967: 13).

Two years later, in Detmold, students from Tübingen organized a “VOLKSKUNDE 
HAPPENING” in mockery of the fraternization of the Volkskunde community. 

Der nachträglich in die „Dokumentation aussterbenden Handwerks und volkstümlicher 
Arbeiten’ aufgenommene, preisgekrönte, wertvolle etc. Film (Nr. 8 Mitteleuropa, Det-
mold)“ Das Ausblasen bemalter Windeier’ kann nun doch nicht gezeigt werden, da der 
Vorführer sich nicht mit seinen eigenen Eiern solidarisieren.8 

8	 Flyer by students from Tübingen, Archiv der Deutschen Gesellschaft für Volkskunde [Archives of 
the German Folklore Society], Freiburg.
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It was a diffuse mixture of deadly seriousness, sarcasm, and accusatory rhetoric used 
to provoke controversy. In the meantime, students and junior faculty were shaking 
up the previous division of power and fighting for the right to have a say in the 
Volkskunde community and the German Folklore Society. They questioned the ef-
fectiveness of previous committees, strove for the democratization of the institutes, 
and won seats and influence on the council.

Günter Wiegelmann, who was almost twenty years younger than Heilfurth, was 
elected chairman in Detmold in 1969. Born in 1928, he belonged to the generation 
that had been socialized in Nazi youth organizations, experienced the disillusion-
ment that set in after 1945 and, along with their cohorts, had played an important 
role in shaping the developments of the 1960s. Wiegelmann attempted to act as a 
moderator to counterbalance the centrifugal forces, delegating the organization of 
the Falkenstein conference to Wolfgang Brückner. The conference was originally 
intended to be a precursor to producing a modern book of basics for the discipline, 
with the aim of establishing 

a critical outline of the methods of our discipline that is reflected in the terms it 
uses. This outline could serve as the basis for a candid self-conception of the disci-
pline that is comprehensible for everyone, without expecting it to be the final word 
and foundation of a kind of ‘Volkskunde 70’; a basis for discussion as well as proving 
additional information (FP 1971: 24)9.

A quick re-canonization of the discipline was still very far off, as was illustrated by 
the never ending debate. While this discussion provided the opportunity to “let off 
steam,” as the host Brückner put it, “it also established positions that could then 
be debated directly” (FP 1971: 12). The self-conception of the discipline was also 
discussed on other occasions. The issues of the journal Zeitschrift für Volkskunde 
that were published in 1970 and thereabouts and publication platforms such as 
the Ethnologiea Euroepaea, which was founded in 1967 as an arm of the Société 
Internationale d’Ethnologie et Folklore (SIEF), set the stage for conceptual debates 
by posing potentially key questions about the “antipathy to theory of Volkskunde” 
(Bausinger 1968/69), its “social responsibility” (Niederer 1969), the “criticism of the 
canon” (Scharfe 1970a), and other large and small questions, such as: “Who benefits 
from Volkskunde” (Kramer 1970), the relationship between “Volkskunde and ethnol-
ogy” (Lutz 1969) or drafts “for a curriculum of cultural anthropology” (Greverus 
1971).10 Another novelty among the publications in Zeitschrift für Volkskunde was 
that these articles were explicitly intended to encourage debate and prompted con-
troversial comments.

9	 In 1969, Ingeborg Weber-Kellermann had presented an outline of the history of the discipline, 
which became a call for transforming the field into a social science (Weber-Kellermann 1969).

10	 Unfortunately, a full overview of the articles cannot be given here.
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Falkenstein was intended as a conference for university teachers. The composi-
tion of participants reflected the shift in the distribution of power. Nine women were 
among the 46 people on the list. The circle was composed of university representa-
tives and external Volkskunde academics who were increasingly at odds with one 
another. The controversies addressed presumed deficits in the scientificity of the 
discipline.

University members were quick to accuse the representatives of “Volkskunde’s 
collecting sciences” (museums, local institutions) of resisting new developments. In 
the meantime, the debates were narrowing their focus to specific problems. Martin 
Scharfe believed “the Volkskunde museum was an imposition” (Scharfe 1970a). In 
doing so, he was responding to claims by Ernst Schlee – director of the Schleswig-
Holstein state museum and vice chairman of the DGV – who had initiated a dis-
cussion of “the Volkskunde museum as a problem” in Mainz 1970 (Schlee 1970). 
Irreconcilable, yet, substantially productive, the concepts of the museum as a place 
of “monumentation” or “documentation” – temple of muses or place of educa-
tion – stood in contrast to one another. In addition, members of the media, such as 
Dorothee Kiesselbach from the editorial office of the Bayerischer Rundfunk’s radio 
program “Land und Leute” (‘Country and People’) were present. Gexi Tostmann, 
an entrepreneur who sold traditional costumes, was Austria’s only delegate. Tost-
mann had obtained her doctorate in 1967 with a thesis entitled “Wechselwirkung 
von Tracht und Mode in Österreich. Traditionseinflüsse in der Kleidung der Gegenwart” 
(‘The interplay between traditional costumes and fashion in Austria. The influence 
of tradition on present-day clothing’). Students were not explicitly included in the 
list of participants. Helge Gerndt counted: “7 professors and lecturers; 22 university 
assistants, academic staff at Volkskunde research institutes, and museum profes-
sionals; 14 students; 3 others” (Gerndt 1971a: 162). After Falkenstein, the map of 
Volkskunde was to be divided more clearly into places and non-places  – depend-
ing on the perspective – with regional schools. ‘We’ and ‘the others’ – disciplinary 
views could now be mapped in a Volkskunde topography of competing schools. The 
conference proceedings refer homogenously “to the Tübingen academics,” not only 
because they were the largest group at the conference (FP 1971: 143). The regional 
distribution of the participants undoubtedly revealed who had the power of defini-
tion: Tübingen 9, Kiel 6, Frankfurt 5, Munich 5, Freiburg 4, Göttingen 4 and Münster 
2; one representative each from Mainz, Giessen, Zurich, Marburg, Bonn, Vienna, etc.

Considering the rapid speed of communications and the hyperemotional nature 
of the debate, reading the Falkenstein minutes is an experience not unlike today’s 
social media. Arguments and counterarguments, accusations and admonitions were 
tossed back and forth. This was especially true for the heated period reflected in 
the proceedings by the discussion papers and flyers circulated between January and 
September 1970 (FP 1971: 21–126). The proceedings also mention statements that 
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were never published, such as the “Comic strip by the red project group 2 about 
‘Gebhard Luft,’ the Volkskunde student council in Göttingen and the use of the ‘pla-
giarism hammer.’” There was a funny story behind this about how the agitations of 
the “red project group 2” (favorite motto: “The goal of Volkskunde is to recognize the 
effects mechanisms of specific cultural systems have on the entire late-capitalistic 
structure”) were abruptly ended by an “overdose of Habermas” (according to Ernst 
Heinrich Rehermann, FP 1971: 82). The “red project group 2” had in fact been very 
liberal in their paper “Zum Verhältnis von Theorie und Geschichte” (‘On the relation-
ship between theory and history’) in their use of the artistic language employed 
by Jürgen Habermas in his article “Analytische Wissenschaftstheorie und Dialektik” 
(‘The analytical theory of science and dialectics’) about the positivist dispute at 
the Tübingen sociology conference in 1961. At the same time, however, they were 
equally honest and generous in acknowledging their source, listing the reprint of 
Habermas’ article in the Luchterhand volume entitled “Der Positivismusstreit in 
der deutschen Soziologie” (‘The Positivist Dispute in German Sociology’) that could 
often be spotted on the shelves of student rooms during this transitional period. 
Occasionally, mere bagatelles even turned into scandals. In his welcoming speech, 
Wolfgang Brückner recapitulated all of the large and small arguments – known by 
names such as the “cassette scandal,” “quotation mark scandal” and “letter scandal” 
(FP 1971: 134) – to then reprimand the “quotation of joke notes” (FP 1971: 135) 
severely. This was a reference to Utz Jeggle’s “Farewell to folk life” in which he 
noted that “theory is still being condemned. In Detmold, an attentive attendee had 
placed a note on the car belonging to a colleague from Tübingen. The note read: 
“You Tübingen academics don’t need theory, you just need a good spank” (Jeggle 
1970b: 33).

The Falkensteiner Resolution expressed the unanimous “opinion that the aca-
demic label Volkskunde was not compatible with either the defined objectives or in-
ternational standards” (FP 1971: 303). Attempts were made to come to an agreement 
to meet the challenge of finding a new name that would reconcile the discipline itself 
with its designation. These attempts were reminiscent of the international efforts 
during the 1950s that had failed, in large part, due to the resistance of the German-
speaking Volkskunde. After 1945, the goal was to standardize the discipline, which 
was split up into heterogeneous European research paradigms with national varieties 
and different fields of study. At the time, a handbook of basics was also initially sug-
gested as an effective tool for standardization. After 1945, Arnold van Gennep had 
proclaimed “the need for an international terminology in the ethnological sciences” 
(Gennep 1948). This initiative was pursued for some time and not without results, 
producing the two volume International Dictionary of Regional European Ethnology 
and Folklore (Bødker 1965; Hultkrantz 1960). However, the response was muted after 
attempts at establishing a cognitive identity of “European ethnology” had failed at 
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the conference of the Commission International des Arts et Traditions Populaires 
in Arnhem in 1955. Again, the issue of a cognitive identity manifested itself as a 
problem of nomenclature within the competing forces of indecisive tendencies in 
the social sciences, cultural anthropology and philology: “The Quintessence of the 
Problem. Nomenclature and Subject Matter of Folklore” (Dias 1956). The old ques-
tions arose again 15 years later. However, instead of being an international matter, 
they were only on the agendas of the German-speaking Volkskunde scholars who 
appeared to take little notice of the patchwork of international varieties of cultural 
anthropology, ethnography and folklore studies.11

On the last night of the conference, new names were finally voted on and sum-
marized in the Falkensteiner Resolution. A majority of the remaining 30 attendees 
“adopted the following names”: 1. Cultural anthropology (20), 2. Culturology (16). 
The following names were also voted on: Cultural sociology (13), European ethnol-
ogy (13), social culturology (9), cultural history (8), social anthropology (6)” (FP 
1971:  303). No vote was held on the term “cultural ethology,” which had been 
claimed by behavioral biologists in 1970 as a borderland science between the cul-
tural and natural sciences. Contemporary, extremely topical, long-term but solitary 
concepts such as “culturology” or “cultural sociology” also offered guidance. In con-
junction with “social culturology,” these terms reflected a definitive trend toward 
the social sciences. For others, the affiliation with cultural anthropology had a great 
deal of appeal. The third option, European ethnology, was far less popular. This term 
was based primarily on the concept of comparative European cultural research on a 
regional basis that was well established in Scandinavia and had been developed by 
Sigurd Erixon (e.g. Erixon 1937, 1938; Rogan 2008). It was this suggestion, however, 
although at the time poorly received, that would assert itself in the long term, 
especially during the later Bologna reforms.

“The quintessence of the problem.” The search for a name
This survey proved to be no more than a preliminary overview of opinions. From 
that point on, the discipline began a vehement discussion of the “names and what 
they signified” (Bendix and Eggeling 2004). The Falkensteiner Resolution was “an 
urgent appeal to members of the field, especially universities and other academic 
institutes […] to come to a decision regarding an agreed name […] for the sake of 
the unity of the discipline” (FP 1971: 303). A lengthy discussion ensued; even as 
the debate was in full swing, some departments had already been given new names 

11	 In face of the abstinence of the Austrians and the hesitant response from Switzerland, the debate 
that ensued only applied to German Volkskunde. Subtle as always, Herbert Nikitsch (2006: 272) 
interpreted the abstinent attitude in Austria as cultural lag. If we are to understand the debates 
that took place in the late 1960s as “delayed,” then Austria must be diagnosed as being doubly 
delayed. Cf. Kuhn (2015) for more on Switzerland.
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(Korff 1996). Initially, Falkenstein had prevented the further erosion of unity within 
the discipline. Those who had met in Falkenstein had, at least, agreed to leave 
behind the old and search for a new name, thus promoting the transformation into 
a modern science based on scientific theory and cultural analysis.

Whether suitable opportunities for revitalizing the discipline could be found 
in the social sciences, the internationally established field of cultural anthropology 
or a relatively vague subject area called European ethnology, would become another 
point of contention with considerable potential for conflict.

However, neither the telling absence of many DGV members nor their immediate 
complaints would change the provisionally established unity. In a letter to Brückner, 
Walter Hävernick acknowledged the Falkensteiner Resolution and warned that it was 
now “time to protect our field from all those backward-looking old gentlemen who 
are ruining our reputation as a science.” If the German Folklore Society was also 
incapable of achieving this, he claimed, a new society should be founded to replace 
it. In any case, Hävernick estimated that “80–85% of all researchers and students 
were unbending in their views and actions” (FP 1971: 307). Brückner, 40 years old at 
the time, countered his colleague, who was 25 years his senior, with a few meaning-
ful words: “We are holding a legacy in our hands that is threatening to crush our 
fingers” (FP 1971: 308).

The vote on the Falkensteiner Resolution had only just opened up the question 
of nomenclature. The DGV chairman, Günther Wiegelmann, moderated the discussion 
by moving it onto the international stage. The results of the survey on “the question 
of an international name for the discipline” were published in the DGV-Informa-
tionen. These were condensed, brief attempts at nomenclature that recapitulated the 
historical development of the discipline, outlined the status of the institutes in each 
of the countries, and noted important trends and work areas in the field. This evalu-
ation revealed once again that the diversity of names for the field also reflected a 
diversity in research directions and identities, giving rise to the question of whether 
this discipline of many names could ever become a single discipline with a com-
mon terminology, mindsets, theoretical approaches and body of knowledge. There 
were plenty of possible names, such as Volkskunde, folklore, European ethnology, 
folkminne, ethnography, folklivsforskning, culturology, cultural or social anthropol-
ogy, ethnologie française, anthropologie culturelle régionale and laographie. But was 
it possible to unite this open field of fluctuating interests between Volkskunde, 
folklore studies, cultural and social anthropology as known in the English-speaking 
world, ethnography (especially in Southeastern and Eastern Europe) into a cohesive 
discipline? Among those who wished to maintain this plurality were veteran spokes-
people of internationalization such as Jorge Dias. They pointed out that this lack of 
clarity was nothing new, reminding everyone of previous attempts to standardize the 
discipline by renaming it, for example, in Arnhem in 1955, or the transformation of 
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the former Commission International des Arts et Traditions Populaires into the SIEF. 
Karel C. Peeters, as the president of SIEF, issued a statement in which he spoke out 
for the term European ethnology (DGV-Informationen 1971: 6).

Among Volkskunde scholars in East Germany, where many favored a “critical 
Volkskunde” that transcended the German-German border, there was very little un-
derstanding of the name debate. Hermann Strobach believed that the name was 

clearly a secondary matter. The fact that the current discussion in West Germany 
of the problematic nature of a bourgeois Volkskunde often ended in a name debate 
demonstrates once again that these attempts at civic ‘reforms’ failed to go beyond a 
superficial analysis of the problem. (Strobach 1973: 87). 

All the “critical” and alternative options for orientation, including shifting the fo-
cus toward the social sciences and cultural anthropology, which involved stepping 
outside of the official East German doctrine were generally rejected as either “bour-
geois” or “late bourgeois.”

In contrast to the names suggested which were favored by the majority of 
participants in Falkenstein, a strong preference for European ethnology was now 
taking hold. Most of the statements postulated double names that reflected both 
a connection to tradition and a desire to write a new history. In the middle of 
the discussion, Günther Wiegelmann drew some first conclusions in early 1971. He 
noted that the aim was to find an overarching term with international validity. His 
preliminary conclusion was:

The formula Volkskunde (European ethnology) that some have expressed a direct 
wish for and many have mentioned will, therefore, most likely be the new standard 
name for the discipline. Using a double name helps to preserve the tradition of Volks
kunde while also demonstrating its international ties. (DGV-Information 1971: 18)

Thus a formula, not a name. According to Wiegelmann, the next step was to realize 
the expressed “willingness to accept an international name for the discipline.” What 
form that would take was to be left up to each institute: “There is, however, no 
question that the unity of the discipline depends largely on having a uniform name, 
and it is, therefore, advisable to use a name that is as close to what is generally used 
in the concrete situation” (Zur Benennung des Faches 1971: 18).

The rest of the survey was presented in the following DGV-Informationen. How-
ever, the DGV chairman had already committed to a term in the middle of the 
discussion and that term would determine the path of the discipline for the future 
(at least nominally). Confronted with the chairman’s change in policy in favor of 
“European ethnology,” Utz Jeggle began to “wonder whether this correction was 
intended as a substitute for the urgently needed reevaluation of the discipline” 
(Jeggle 1971: 27). He suspected that exchanging “Volk” for “ethnos” was nothing 
more than a pseudo-academic glorification and identified “ethnos” as an unmodern 
theorizable “category void of meaning” (Jeggle 1971: 29). In the meantime, Tübin-
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gen had gone its own way, establishing facts by renaming the institute early on. 
The Ludwig Uhland Institute applied for an internal renaming of the institute on 
January 15, 1971, deciding on the term “Empirische Kulturwissenschaft” (in English, 
literally ‘Empirical cultural studies’; the institute uses the English name Historical 
and Cultural Anthropology) (Tübinger Korrespondenzblatt 1971). The special path 
taken by the Tübingen institute cleared up any misunderstandings caused by the 
old name, signaled its self-conception as a cultural science and was unambiguously 
identifiable within the context of the times – which, however, was lost as cultural 
sciences became widespread in universities during the 1980s.

“The customary becomes problematic” – Culture and everyday life
Despite the fact that the reform euphoria at the universities let up in the early 
1970s, giving way to permanently underfinanced improvisation, the number of stu-
dents had been generally increasing since 1970. This rise in numbers had already 
been expressed in the specter of the ‘mass university’ after the educational reforms 
had begun in the early 1960s. As culture and everyday life had replaced the key 
concept of ‘Volk’ as the key field of study, the varieties of Volkskunde that saw 
themselves as a cultural science acquired the status of a “key national discipline” 
(Lindner 1987). The transformation of the discipline affected extensive reform pro-
cesses. As the grand theories came to an end, Volkskunde took advantage of the 
research void they left behind, uncovering new research questions and objects. The 
big narratives and great theories with their analysis of structures and systems lost 
their heuristic cohesiveness, fostering the willingness to conceptualize society based 
on its lifeworlds and social microfields – from the perspective of the subjects, their 
experiences, the practice of meaningful appropriation and their conceptualization 
of the world.

Instead of a “Volkskultur” (Volk culture), the focus shifted to an analysis of 
historical and contemporary everyday culture (Lipp 1993). Everyday culture served 
as a heuristic concept for renewal and emancipation from a history in which the 
discipline’s key concepts and antimodern claim to actuality had given it the role of 
a national agency for self-interpretation. The issue of everyday culture seemed to 
be less ideological and, thus, predestined for demystifying the many constructions 
of old Volk connotations. Beyond the horizons of Volkskunde as a cultural science, 
the question of everyday culture, which was posed with an intent to alienate, be-
came the focus for a generation caught between revolt and renewal. In anticipation 
of a renewal, Utz Jeggle wrote “The customary is becoming problematic” (Jeggle 
1978: 81), after everyday life had become a promising field of research for social 
analysis, not just for Volkskunde as a new social science (e.g. Hammerich and Klein 
1978; Heller 1978; Wieser and Wieser 1975 ). Since 1978, the journal Der Alltag (‘Eve-
ryday Life’) – to take an example from the intersection between science, pop culture 
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and journalism – had become a “journal of the sensations of everyday life” that took 
an ethnographic perspective, using observation and reporting to dissect the subjects 
of cultural studies. The journal’s initiators, Walter Keller and Nikolaus Wyss, inter 
alia, had studied Volkskunde in Zurich and collaborated with Arnold Niederer on an 
analysis of everyday life as “the culture of the ground floor” (Niederer 1975/76). As 
everyday university operations shifted from the old Volkskunde to a renewed cultural 
science, Nikolaus Wyss documented the transition in a diary written for his former 
fellow student Keller, here in July 1974: “Volkskunde is encumbered by fanatics and 
girls obsessed with traditional handicrafts, dumb and aggressive; their concept of 
Volkskunde is something from which Volkskunde should distance itself, an uncritical 
collection of folkloric artifacts, customs and traditions, blood and soil and the loom” 
(Wyss 2019: 39).

Defining culture as the central research topic and consensus between diverging 
work fields now enabled the de-ideologization, an increase in theoreticization and 
a higher degree of commitment to the cognitive identity of the discipline. Whereas 
the field still had features that distinguished it from philology and the social sci-
ences in the early 1970s, the focus on culture changed the discipline, increasing its 
general appeal. Volkskunde served as the pioneer plant in the biotopes of research 
on historical and contemporary everyday culture. However, the success of the 1980s 
and 1990s soon became a burden that weighed down the discipline as these research 
topics were absorbed by closely related fields. (Korff 1996: 427 f.). The innovations 
were followed by a period of fatigue, during which culture and everyday life lost 
their appeal and value for describing and explaining society (Lipp 1993). The next 
wave of new names brought on by the Bologna reform was subsequently no longer 
accompanied by an attempt to define the fundamental basis of the discipline and, 
thus, to harmonize its name and cognitive identity; instead, it was based on the 
need for functional adjustments. The question of the extent to which the current 
status of the “discipline of many names” is a long-term result of Falkenstein and 
what unites the discipline today is one that continues to arise again and again.
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The cruise city as an area of conflict*
Imaginations of the cruise ship in the Northern Adriatic

Abstract: Cruise ships and cruise travels have been causing fierce conflicts in 
various European destinations for some years now. Venice’s historical center has re-
ceived full coverage in the media portrayal of the destructive impact of arriving ships, 
due to their disproportionate dimensions against the medium-sized city’s backdrop. 
While public debates mainly revolve around overtourism and ecological and health 
implications, the industry’s conflicts and impacts are more far-reaching but remain 
blind spots. This contribution docks in the cruise cities of Venice and Monfalcone 
in the northern Adriatic. Taking the two settings as an example, it discusses the ef-
fects of the coexistence of cruise tourism and shipbuilding. By following the debates 
about the cruise ship, the article explores the local impacts of a global market and a 
deterritorialized industry. Regarding the two cities, the ship bundles imaginations of 
opposing views. While protests in Venice contribute to its imagination as an intruder, 
the Shipyard Museum in Monfalcone establishes shipbuilding as heritage without nar-
rating the precarious conditions connected to the industry. The contribution focuses 
on local controversies and negotiation processes to investigate the complex relation-
ship between the cruise industry and urban everyday life.

Keywords: cruise ship, cruise industry, ethnography, imagination, protest, infra-
structure, ethnicity, heritage

Docking in the cruise city
Cruise tourism, which mainly took place in the Caribbean from the 1980s, has been 
increasingly reaching European port cities for about ten years (Pattullo 1996).1 
Venice, along with Barcelona, Marseille and Civitavecchia, is an important home 
port, i.e. the port where many ship voyages start and most passengers embark. This 
intensified circulation of people and their landfalls in European destinations has 
been making waves for several years. Cruise ship travel has increasingly come under 

*	 This paper was first published in German in Österreichische Zeitschrift für Volkskunde 2020, 123 (1): 
5–29. The text and quotations in German have been translated by Philip Saunders.

1	 Studies with a focus on the cultural analysis on European cruise destinations that deal with spatial 
and sociocultural developments are scarce. Studies from the tourism industry, marketing and 
transportation have dominated so far; cf. Vaya et al. (2018).
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fire for its environmental, social and cultural impacts on destinations, sometimes 
expressed in residents’ protests in many southern and some northern European port 
cities.2 Consequently, the tone of reporting on the ships, the people travelling on 
them and the industry as a whole has intensified (Gregor 2016).

If, according to George Marcus, one follows the conflicts that determine mass 
media discourse from an empirical cultural analysis perspective, it quickly becomes 
apparent that the structure around the cruise ship is more complex and the contro-
versies are more far-reaching than public debates pretend (Marcus 1995: 110). The 
disputes in Venice’s historic center have received a great deal of attention in the 
media’s portrayal of the destructive impact of arriving ships. However, Venice is not 
only a central destination for cruise ship tourism. Marghera, an industrial part of 
the lagoon city located on the mainland, is also home to one of the production sites 
of the Italian shipbuilding company Fincantieri, which has become the world market 
leader in the manufacture of cruise ships since the 1980s.

I will consider the processes observable in Venice in their connection to the sur-
rounding regions in the northern Adriatic in the spirit of multi-sited ethnography. 
The maritime economy has had a long tradition not only in the Veneto region, but 
also in the neighboring region of Friuli-Venezia Giulia. The second setting, Monfal-
cone, a town of about 30,000 inhabitants, is located 130 kilometers north of Venice 
and about 30 kilometers west of Trieste in the extreme northeast of Italy on the 
border with Slovenia. Large ships, such as the Queen Mary, have been built there 
since the late 1980s. Cruise enthusiasts know their names much better than that of 
their production site. I mean by a cruise city, therefore, not only a cruise tourism 
destination, for which the term is typically used, but also cities where the produc-
tion of the ships takes place, an area that receives little media attention.3 Yet, the 
coexistence of industry, ships and the city creates equally conflictual situations 
there, although they are not visible at first glance.4 This tension between cruise 

2	 Regarding Venice, see Fabbri and Tattara (2014). Debates are taking place from Barcelona to Kiel. 
The performance collective geheimagentur in Hamburg, for example, critically examines urban 
politics and maritime history (geheimagentur 2020).

3	 The cruise sector is of central importance for the local economy and politics of the two cities, both 
in terms of tourism and shipbuilding. Just a few figures make this clear. Since 1990, 95 cruise 
ships have been built at the two shipyards, 72 of them since 2002 alone, see Fincantieri (2017).

4	 Other locations where I dock to investigate the local specifics in the reception and handling of 
cruise ship construction and cruise tourism are the smaller and internationally (still) relatively 
unknown cities of Trieste and Koper. Cruise tourism already is and will be economically relevant 
in their future developments. As these port cities compete in terms of transportation, industry, 
and tourism, the analysis enables the understanding of the tension between the stakeholders and 
residents involved.
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tourism, shipbuilding and everyday life in the cruise city is the starting point of my 
reflections.5

Venice and Monfalcone are the central anchor points of my ethnographic re-
search, which operates at the intersection of urban anthropology, anthropology of 
space, mobility studies, and empirical regional research. In this paper, I present 
the initial findings from my ongoing research, which draws on participant observa-
tion, gray literature from protest groups, informal conversations and preliminary 
interviews at both sites. The aim of the research is to show the linkage of the cruise 
industry with tourism and shipbuilding in cruise cities, and to elaborate the impact 
of the industry on everyday urban life.

In both cities, the cruise ship has a central but diametrically opposed meaning, 
which I will examine in this article. The imaginations that are evoked in each of 
the settings combine different perspectives on the relationship between the city 
and the ship. The ship stands symbolically for the effects of tourism and for those 
of the industries associated with shipbuilding. In the first step, I explore the use 
and function of the imagination in the attribution of meaning to the cruise ship 
in the cruise city. Subsequently, I present the changing local arrangements and the 
conflicts associated with the cruise industry. In the third and fourth step, I take a 
closer look at the fields of conflict and the actors in both settings.

Powerful discourses – Imaginations of the cruise ship
Ships are artifacts that are overloaded with multiple dimensions of meaning and 
imagination. Since time immemorial, they have functioned as projection surfaces 
for a wide variety of perspectives and needs.6 The current cruise ship industry and 
its tourism is unbalancing many former attributions to the sea voyage and the im-
aginary worlds associated with the symbol of the ship, or filling them with entirely 
new images and meanings. The cruise ship has become a vehicle in which, on the 
one hand, the desires and hopes of the travelers materialize in a legitimate place of 
transportation. On the other hand, it stands for the endangerment of social, cultural 
and spatial orders and is transformed into an artifact in which the fears and resist-
ances of the residents manifest themselves.

For its critics, the cruise ship is symbolic of changes in the cultural practice of 
ship travel, captured, for example, in the concept of hyperreality, referring to the 
notion of cruise ships as self-contained, postmodern spaces of tourism and con-

5	 I would like to thank Marion Hamm, Ute Holfelder and Klaus Schönberger for the constructive 
exchange of ideas about ships and travelers, cities and residents.

6	 There are innumerable literary, artistic, and scientific discussions on the attribution of meaning, 
the listing of which would go beyond the scope of this article. Rolshoven and Schlör (2015) have 
dedicated a publication to the sea voyage as an experience of transition. On the cultural technique 
of going to sea, see Siegert (2015: 68 ff.). See also Johnson (2016).
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sumption (Weaver 2018). The voyage involves maintaining a “distant proximity” 
to the destinations called at, since the focus is on the ship as a destination (Reitz 
2018). Therefore, the purposelessness and aimlessness of this kind of sea voyage are 
condemned. In the spirit of the adventure society, the individual experience is the 
desired result of cruising (Scheppe 2009: 304). Consequently, it is no longer the visit 
to the destinations but rather the imagination of the cities, i.e. the images charged 
with meanings, that become powerful, an aspect that characterizes the debates in 
Venice.7 In addition, the controversies depicted in the media revolve around the 
phenomenon of overtourism (Papathanassis 2017; Wöhler 2011). Ecological aspects 
and heavy air pollution in residential areas near the cruise terminals (due to high 
emissions from the ships) further dominate the discussions.

The imaginations associated with the cruise ship point to a web of relationships 
between the global cruise industry, related local economies, and actors and their 
everyday lives. The cruise ship bundles the contradictions and ambivalences of cur-
rent global social developments and tendencies. It can, therefore, be considered as a 
collective symbol in the debate about the effects of a global economy (Link 1978). 
The ship has a communicative and mediating function between the perspectives of 
the most diverse actors involved in the production of the symbol. The ship material-
izes imaginations of a global capitalism that is not easily tangible but can be traced 
through the economic, social and cultural entanglements of the cruise sector in 
urban spaces. The analyses of local perspectives and attributions of meaning express 
these linkages (Marcus 1995: 98).

Common discourses are similarly addressed, negotiated, and produced in cruise 
cities. I will, therefore, focus on the imaginations that emerge through the connec-
tion between cruise ship and cruise city. The imaginations become powerful on-site, 
where the conflicts and debates around and the visions of the two cruise cities 
are articulated. The controversies that arise in the collision of ship and city make 
clear that imagination is a central “space of contestation in which individuals and 
groups seek to annex the global into their own practices of the modern” (Appadurai 
1996: 4). Imagination has an important role to play in the dynamic and complex 
process of moving and arriving, in the necessary infrastructures and industries, 
and in their effects on cities. Arjun Appadurai further describes imagination as 
“a staging ground for action” (Appadurai 1996: 7). It also serves as an instrument 
for the production and negotiation of economic, social and cultural practices and 
represents a space of possibility with potential for change from different directions. 
The “imaginative realm” of the ship is, thus, produced and fueled by diverse actors 
(urban politics, protest groups, workers, media and industry) (Foucault 1992: 46).

7	 Regarding the work of the imaginations, see Lindner (2008).
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The cruise ship can be seen as a central symbol in both northern Italian cities 
that is consistently appropriated or from which one resolutely distances oneself. The 
protests in the lagoon city, for some years part of the everyday practice of many, 
contribute to the imagination of the ship as an intruder. Moreover, the ship is sym-
bolic of the tourism “mordi e fuggi,” literally biting off and fleeing. The expression 
illustrates the very short stay, which brings hardly any economic benefits for the 
cities and people visited, but rather negative consequences. The citizens’ criticism, 
however, refers less to the tourists. Rather, they disapprove of political decisions and 
oppose the external imagination of Venice as a tourist destination par excellence 
with their everyday life. 

In Monfalcone, in contrast, the symbol of the cruise ship is taken up to con-
solidate shipbuilding as a cultural heritage of the city in the narrative about it. 
Monfalcone is described as the “city of cruise ships” on the Italian Wikipedia page 
(n.d.). On the municipality’s website, Monfalcone presents itself as an “industrial 
city in transition to a commercial and service city, thanks particularly to the port” 
and because of the important presence of the Fincantieri company, which operates 
the local shipyard (Comune di Monfalcone n.d.). Ship, shipbuilding and city are, 
thus, imagined here as a successful unity. 

Both locations are characterized by shipping and industry. Nevertheless, con-
troversies, some of which have been going on for decades, culminate here because 
the symbol of the cruise ship makes changed social orders of the local visible as 
if through a prism: Ecological and social sustainability, growth debates, effects of 
overtourism, and the international division of labor in production and shipping. In 
both cases, the ship is symbolic of different developments in the cruise industry 
that affect and are negotiated in everyday urban life, though they hardly determine 
common discourses about cities. 

Changing regimes – visible and invisible conflicts
Venice has received full coverage in the media portrayal of the destructive impact 
of arriving ships.8 The images of large ships in the Giudecca Canal, which runs 
through the historic center past St. Mark’s Square, circulated through the media a 
few years ago and were the subject of intense debate (e.g. Der Spiegel 2019). Due to 
their disproportionate dimensions against the backdrop of a medium-sized city, the 
images are both impressive and threatening. The topic was also reported throughout 
Europe because of the protests on-site. The discourse here was particularly powerful 
because it was possible to draw on a rich repertoire of imaginations and the myth of 

8	 In the lagoon city, conflicts regarding ecological, social and cultural impacts become visible in 
a condensed form, which also occur elsewhere but have scarcely been made public. Even though 
Venice is a specific setting, the city can be considered a laboratory, as some developments exem-
plify many cruise destinations in the Adriatic and the Mediterranean.
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the threat of the city‘s own demise.9 This shows that widespread images and imagi-
nations contribute to the constitution of space as a social environment and societal 
product through the agency of historically coagulated ideas (Schmid 2005: 30).10

While the images conveyed by the media focus exclusively on tourism and the 
historical center of Venice, the industrial area of Marghera and the production of 
ships located there remain completely invisible. However, the conflicts are localized 
here as well. Predominantly infrastructural developments and ecological aspects are 
problematized in the controversies in Venice.11 This is because the cruise industry, 
which the ship symbolizes, transforms and shapes large parts of the urban and 
natural topography. Cruise infrastructures (in terms of tourism and industry) not 
only have a lasting impact on the urban texture and everyday use of public spaces 
but also on the development of the industrial area and the lagoon due to the ships’ 
routes. In this way, infrastructures challenge spatial and social orders and evoke ten-
sions that manifest themselves in the resistant practices of different actors on-site. 
The very materiality of a place exposes practices of governance (Larkin 2013: 335). 
The infrastructural transformations point to the power imbalance behind them 
(Kreichauf 2017), which is the focus of the vociferous disputes in the lagoon city.

The disputes in Monfalcone revolve around temporary workers, who have been 
increasingly involved in shipbuilding for about two decades and come mainly from 
Asia and Eastern Europe.12 The disparities of a global market and competition associ-
ated with shipping – such as shipping companies operating under flags of conveni-
ence in order to save taxes and costs, with the consequences of precarious working 
conditions on board – are also evident in cruise tourism as well as in the industries 
and service sectors serving the industry, as the example of the precarious temporary 
employment in shipbuilding shows.13 The latter is only one of many aspects that 
have, so far, barely been taken up in the public debate about cruise ships and cruise 
cities. Social and ethnic aspects play a marginal role in the public perception, but 
they can be vividly illustrated by the example of local industry ties (Zukin 2009). 
Cruise ships are seen as “potent symbols of new forms of economic and cultural 
colonization,” revealing existing power asymmetries that shape the entire shipping 

9	 Regarding the origin and continuity of the myth, see Mathieu (2007:  115 f.). See also Nies 
(2014: 12).

10	 Regarding the cultural production of port cities, see Berking and Schwenk (2011).
11	 Marghera has been the scene of numerous environmental scandals since the 1970s, some of which 

are due to the chemical industry located there, see Zazzara (2017).
12	 Regarding the transformation of the industry, see Varela, Murphy, van der Linden (2017). See also 

Barlen (2018: 31).
13	 Regarding the development in the field of cruise shipping, see Chin (2008). Elisabeth Schober and 

her team at the University of Oslo are dealing with these processes in the field of maritime work 
in the research project “Container Ships. Global Ethnographic Explorations into Maritime Working 
Lives.”
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industry (Watts 2014:  80).14 These developments, I argue, also transfer to cruise 
cities, mirroring developments in the shipping sector. The “invisibilities produced by 
the tourist gaze regime” can be revealed in the cruise sector and in cruise cities by 
looking at employment and dependency relationships (Lenz 2007: 142).

Cruise ships and cities are places where leisure and work mobility coexist and 
overlap. Movement and arrival always entail cultural change, and social and spa-
tial orders experience a shift through the positioning of the actors (Merkel 2002; 
Rolshoven 2011: 54). Thus, it is primarily infrastructures and production sites in 
cruise cities that are not perceived by the public but where the actual conflicts are 
kindled. Debates about growth and future concepts of industry as well as about 
everyday life in the city are equally central. 

Venice – The ship as an intruder
Although the number of cruise tourists in Venice is relatively small, about 1.7 mil-
lion per year, in relation to the total of 27 million people who spend one or more 
days in the city, the former have a major impact on the transformation of urban 
infrastructures.15 Cruise tourism is concentrated in only a few months and has a 
strong impact, for example, on consumer spaces in the historic center. Tourist snack 
bars are replacing established restaurants, and more and more souvenir stores selling 
cheap goods are displacing stores that provide everyday supplies. At the same time, 
the city’s population has declined sharply in recent decades. The local debates are 
not only about the inner-city space but also about the development of the large 
industrial area of Marghera. The struggle that has already been actively waged in 
Venice for years against the cruise ship is, therefore, only symbolic of more far-
reaching transformations. 

Protests as an indictment of local politics
A heterogeneous group of associations and citizens’ initiatives has been expressing 
its displeasure with the political handling of social, cultural and ecological develop-
ments in the city since around the mid-2000s. The main issues addressed are the 
effects of an overbearing cruise industry on people and the environment and visions 
for the future direction of the city. One focus of which politics is losing sight is on 
the use of public spaces. 

The central actor of the protests is the No Grandi Navi committee, which began 
as a neighborhood information platform about large ships. The Costa Concordia ac-

14	 The disparity is partly due to the deterritorialization of the industry, which has continued in-
exorably since the 1970s, see Wood (2004). The artist Allan Sekula (2002) used the example of 
container shipping to deal intensively with the sea as a central space of globalization.

15	 The numbers are from 2014, see Zanardi (2017: 1720).
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cident near Isola del Giglio in 2012, which killed 32 people, eventually led to the 
creation of a protest group. This group has established an extensive transversal and 
transnational network in recent years. The group takes up the dimension of the 
cruise ships and the threatening scenario associated with them against the backdrop 
of the historic old town even in its name. No Grandi Navi, meaning “no big ships,” 
refers to the disproportionality of city and ship, but above all, the group ties in 
with the discourse against dominant interests (in this case the cruise industry) that 
are imposed on citizens by large infrastructure projects decided by politics and that 
permanently change both natural and urban space. This is a reference to the current 
debate about infrastructure projects and the question of social participation (Flitner, 
Lossau, and Müller 2017). At the same time, the committee continues discussions 
that have been going on for decades, for example, regarding urban industries and 
ecological and health implications, but have scarcely been taken up in the media 
debate about the cruise industry and cruise tourism.16

The committee also visually reinforces the idea of the ship’s destructive poten-
tial. Its symbol, a crossed-out ship, expresses the demand to ban big ships from the 
city and the lagoon because of their threat to the cultural and ecological balance. 
The committee regularly initiates confrontational actions, especially at the Zattere, 
a central walk along the Giudecca Canal. It organized an unofficial referendum in 
June 2018, in which 18,000 Venetians participated in just one day, to demonstrate 
to local politics the latter’s inability to act.17 They opposed the current routes with 
99 percent of the votes. Despite the enormous public pressure that the activists built 
up as a result, local politics ignored the action. 

The image production of the committee and their activities contribute to the 
creation of the imagination of the ship. The group creates a counter-narrative to 
politically made decisions, which is now being taken up by other actors. Numerous 
initiatives and associations have been founded in recent years that deal with urban 
transformation processes and continue to develop the narrative. They are fighting 
for affordable housing and against related displacement processes, for their access to 
and use of public spaces, and against the ongoing privatization of specific buildings 
and entire islands in the lagoon (Schemmer 2019). They also communicate their 
activities on websites, YouTube channels and social networks. These perspectives 
break through dominant romanticizing and nostalgic images of the city and relieve 
it of its symbolic function. Instead, the everyday practices of the inhabitants and 
places that are in the process of disappearing become the focus of representation. 
In these processes, the myth of Venice is juxtaposed with the lived city (Mancuso 
2009). One of my interviewees explicitly highlighted this new type of active citizen-

16	 Some of the founding members of the committee have been actively promoting environmental 
protection in the lagoon city for decades.

17	 About 50,000 people currently live in the city.
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ship, which he has observed increasingly in recent years.18 The civic engagement and 
various activities, including joint ones, underline Henri Lefebvre’s ideas of the city 
as a resource (Schmid 2005: 190). In the process, citizens and activists sound out the 
“balance of power” affecting their everyday urban lives, both among themselves and 
vis-à-vis local politics and overbearing industry (Schönberger 2018: 47).

Thus, the heterogeneous groups do not so much advocate against the tourist 
presence but raise their voices mainly against the political management of cultural 
and environmental consequences of tourism and the urban policies that put it at 
the center. 

Expansion of infrastructures –  
space appropriation and displacement
The analysis of local discourses makes it clear that it is primarily urban and trans-
port infrastructures that are at the center of the debates, referring to the monopoly 
of the industry. Giuseppe Tattara, a retired Professor of Economics at Ca’ Foscari 
University and an active participant in the protests since the beginning, expresses 
his criticism of local leaders forcefully in a letter addressed to the local and national 
government: 

Important infrastructures for the city, linked to mass tourism, are being planned. 
These are aimed at bringing short-term tourism to the city (such as the airport’s sec-
ond runway), and they strengthen maritime traffic. Modern infrastructure projects 
for the benefit of residents do not exist; these projects are aimed only at ‘qualitative’ 
improvement of the historic center (Tattara 2018; translated by the author).19 

He makes clear in his statement that major transportation and tourism infrastruc-
tures predominantly serve the interests of industry and tourism, are not regulated 
and are, therefore, highly controversial in terms of their spatial, environmental and 
sociocultural impacts. In addition, he openly questions the role of politics. 

The seemingly limitless growth of ships and, thus, also of the cruise industry is 
also taken up by the Venetian journalist and activist of the protest group No Grandi 
Navi, Silvio Testa. His book E le chiamano navi (‘And they Call them Ships’) begins 
with the following observations: 

Huge floating boxes cross the basin of San Marco: they are white, they call them 
ships, and indeed, they are supposed to be. However, compared to the magnificent 
ships of the past, their only remaining function is to carry passengers, and lots of 
them, as many as possible (Testa 2011: 5; translated by the author). 

In this, Testa, on the one hand, refers to discourses on the critique of this way of 
traveling. On the other hand, in his writing, published in a series focusing on recent 

18	 Interview with E. V., July 16, 2020.
19	 The letter circulated via the committee’s mailing list. 
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developments in Venice, he clearly condemns the profit maximization of the industry 
and the unsustainable construction and circulation of oversized ships and related 
transport facilities, in which neither local nor national politics intervene.

The dominance of external interests in the lagoon city has been the subject of 
public debate for decades (Benevolo 1979: VIII). These discussions are now culmi-
nating in the cruise ship protests because this development encompasses multiple 
levels of tourism and industry. The sector is transforming everyday infrastructures 
that are increasingly declining as cruise and tourism infrastructures expand (e.g. 
in terms of public transportation, housing, waste disposal and shopping). These 
areas are increasingly adapted to the needs of tourists, a development that leads to 
competition for use between tourists, on the one hand, and residents, on the other. 

The spatialization of the ship manifests itself in the “built environment” 
through cruise terminals and new transportation structures (Schmid 2005: 42).20 The 
Venice Passenger Terminal was founded in 1997. Up to seven cruise ships dock here 
every day during the high season. Passengers who want to leave the ship and explore 
Venice before, during or after the cruise have been transported closer to the historic 
center of the city by the People Mover since 2009. These facilities not only affect 
everyday structures but also have an impact on the future design of the industrial 
area that extends on the mainland next to the historic center. 

The companies behind cruise tourism, in collaboration with the port authority, 
have been planning the expansion of passenger facilities in the industrial area on 
the Venetian mainland of Marghera for several years. In the public discourse, this 
controversial development is taken up in the debates about the routes of the ships 
and the excavations of the canals necessary for it. However, these debates revolve 
around much more than finding alternative routes to steer ships past St. Mark’s 
Square. Firstly, dredging deeper navigation channels in the lagoon would be a deli-
cate undertaking as some channels are heavily contaminated due to environmental 
scandals from the chemical industry dating back several decades. Secondly, cruise 
tourism in close proximity to industry would be incompatible with the continuation 
of production activities located there, which is why workers worry about their jobs.21 
This is indicated by new constellations in the No Grandi Navi committee, which, 
together with members of the metalworkers’ union FIOM, is trying to strengthen its 
positions in the current negotiations on the routes. 

I understand the infrastructures closely intertwined with the cruise ship as 
relational entities that are “imagined, implemented, and experienced by the various 
actors” and are central to the debates and images associated with the ship in the 
lagoon city (Vonderau 2015: 160). While the international division of labor related 
to the sector and its impact on everyday urban life is seldom discussed publicly in 

20	 Other effects of the industry are gentrification and overtourism, see Mordue (2017).
21	 Interview with S. M., October 26, 2019.
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Venice, debates about labor migration dominate the controversies in the second 
arena. 

Monfalcone – City of cruise ships
Monfalcone has a long shipyard history, starting in 1908 (Carnemolla 2012). The 
maritime industry in and around Trieste, as a seaport of the Habsburg Empire, 
flourished in the 19th century, later expanding from the city into the surrounding 
countryside. It was in this context that the shipyard in Monfalcone, the “factory 
by the sea,”22 was founded by the Cosulich brothers, originally from Mali Losinj in 
present-day Croatia. From the beginning, they built mainly military and passenger 
ships. Different owners and partial nationalizations followed over the decades. The 
shipyard has been operated by the Italian company Fincantieri since 1984. While a 
crisis in the 1980s led to the closure of many shipyards in Europe, Fincantieri suc-
ceeded in reinventing itself by specializing in the construction of cruise ships. This 
process was also skillfully marketed: The architect Renzo Piano was commissioned 
with the new ship design, which was inspired by the silhouette of dolphins. The 
site was repeatedly threatened with closure in the late 1990s, and there was talk of 
moving the hull production abroad. In the end, Fincantieri retained the Monfalcone 
site.23 Numerous workers were recruited from Asian countries and Eastern Europe in 
order to save costs. Thus, the local shipyard industry is still an important economic 
sector in the region today. 

Shipyard work and cultural difference
Migrants are very present in the townscape of Monfalcone. They make up about 20 
percent of the small town’s total population, come from a wide variety of countries 
and continents, and work mainly in shipbuilding (Attanasio 2017). Workers in blue 
overalls, many of whom get around on bicycles, crossed my path every time I visited. 
The inner-city infrastructure, with Asian and African grocery stores, bars and eater-
ies, indicates that people have long since tapped into other contexts of life and work 
besides the shipyard. 

It should be mentioned that the mobility of the product of shipbuilding was 
related to the work on its production even in the founding history of the shipyard. 
Workers were recruited for the flourishing shipbuilding industry from throughout the 
region as well as from Istria and England at the beginning of the 20th century. Thus, 
labor migration has been an essential factor in the development of the shipyard and 
the city. This is commemorated, inter alia, by the partisan memorial erected in 1979 

22	 Regarding the historical development, see Fragiacomo (2017).
23	 The background of these developments is probably related to local and regional politics, see 

Scheppe (2009: 315).
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in front of the factory gates, which, it is written, commemorates the Italian and 
Slovenian workers who opposed Nazi fascism during the Second World War.24

However, the employment conditions of the people have changed in the last few 
decades. The transformations in the shipbuilding sector, mentioned at the beginning 
of this article, have led to a new composition of the workforce. Jobs have increas-
ingly been filled by workers from the global South since the 1990s, many of whom 
are subcontracted and employed precariously. While Fincantieri currently employs 
only around 2,500 people directly in the region, the number of workers employed by 
subcontractors is estimated at over 14,000 (Patucchi 2017). One journalist’s impres-
sion of Monfalcone was “like a shipyard in Manila, Taiwan or Dacca” (Maugeri 2015). 
Local politics, dominated for some years by the right-wing populist party Lega, 
has declared the presence of migrant workers a problem and instrumentalized their 
precarious conditions for its own purposes. 

Former employees of the shipyard are also grappling with the transformation of 
the industry. One of my interviewees, formerly an engineer at Fincantieri, empha-
sized repeatedly in our conversation that he had been involved in the construction 
of various important large-scale floating projects, thus, tying in with established 
narratives about professional pride and a continuous identification with shipbuild-
ing.25 In doing so, he implicitly and repeatedly criticized the problematic social 
developments of the prevailing labor market policies but without naming them spe-
cifically, presumably to avoid discussions on this politically sensitive topic.26

The actors currently involved in the construction of the ships in large numbers 
embody through their presence the change in the well-established structures of this 
industry, in which professional recognition and appreciation of knowledge and skills 
through appropriate forms of remuneration and compliance with safety regulations 
have long since ceased to be a part of everyday working life. However, the self-
proclaimed city of cruise ships likes to adorn itself with them to the outside world. 
Regarding the migrants themselves, though, the ship means, above all, precarious 
and dangerous working and living conditions. 

The problematic working conditions, as indicated by media reports and initial 
discussions on-site, have been negotiated by trade unions, regional politics and 
company management for years but, so far, without results. Instead, these debates, 
which problematize the presence of people from the global South in urban everyday 
life in various ways, reinforce cultural differentiation and their social marginaliza-
tion by granting them hardly any social participation (Reiners 2017). The town’s 

24	 Slovenian-speaking workers migrated increasingly due to the industrial development of the city. 
However, Slovenian is recognized as an official minority language in Monfalcone, which points to 
its evolved historical presence.

25	 Interview with V. T., June 13, 2019. See Murawska (2015: 57 f.).
26	 Regarding the transformation, see Panariti (2011).
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example shows that “migration, illegalization and labor market policies […] are ex-
emplary for the European migration regime and its structures” (Neuner 2015: 114).

While the ethnicization of migration has been an integral part of local and 
national politics in the border town of Monfalcone since the two world wars, at 
the latest, and the historical revisionist politics pursued currently shape social dis-
courses and construct the strangers anew time and again, these processes take on a 
new dimension with the instrumentalization of migrant workers (Purini 2010).

Shipbuilding as cultural heritage – locality and voids
The Shipyard Museum Museo della Cantieristica a Monfalcone, which opened its 
doors in 2017, is located just a few minutes from the city center on the outskirts of 
the small town. The museum is located in the former accommodation of the shipyard 
workers, which used to house mostly those coming from Istria, an impressive build-
ing dating from 1920. The museum building is located directly opposite the shipyard 
site but is separated from it by a high fence. 

The development of the city and the factory cannot be detached from each 
other, as the exhibition of the shipyard museum makes clear even in the entrance 
area. The parallel and interwoven growth of the shipyard and the city is impressively 
illustrated by the multimedia map shown at the beginning of the exhibition. Ship 
models dominate the exhibition rooms. The history of the shipyard until the 1980s is 
also told, at least in rudimentary form, in its socio-historical dimension. The consid-
erable space devoted to the topics of occupational safety and health is striking. Part 
of the space is dedicated to asbestos, the material that caused the death of countless 
shipyard workers and their relatives in Monfalcone. The darker side of the industry 
is clearly addressed here with the depictions of the court cases that were fought for 
decades by the victims and their relatives. 

Overall, however, the exhibition traces a development that focuses on the enu-
meration of technical achievements. Above all, so-called record-breaking ships and 
various technical feats developed on-site dominate the exhibition narrative. The 
Shipyard Museum focuses on shipbuilding technology as a cultural heritage of the 
city and the region. The artifact ‘ship,’ especially passenger and cruise ships, is 
used here to produce the local imagination of shipbuilding as cultural heritage. The 
exhibition seems to be predominantly an instrument of the industry and an attempt 
to let industry and museum profit mutually. It almost gives the impression that the 
aim is to direct attention away from current developments. 

While the museum also addresses current ship production and techniques, it 
does not address the structures that influence the regulation of the labor market, 
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international developments in shipbuilding or current labor market policies.27 Thus, 
labor migration does not find a place in the museum’s representation, neither from 
a historical nor from a contemporary perspective. Consequently, the relatively cur-
rent exhibition misses the chance to establish the museum as a “contact zone” and 
meeting space where effects of global economies can be discussed (Clifford 1997). 
By showing neither the historical nor the present complexity of the people working 
on site, this institution also perpetuates the marginalization of a large part of the 
workforce. The staging of the former workers’ village Panzano is exemplary for this 
marginalization. The housing estate built in the 1920s in the immediate vicinity of 
the shipyard, today a district of Monfalcone, has for a few years now been valorized 
as a historic working-class neighborhood within the framework of regional promo-
tion. This working-class neighborhood, which has been declared a cultural heritage 
site, highlights the completely different living and working conditions of people 
employed at the shipyard today. 

A snapshot – ship, industry and city
My remarks illustrate the close connection between the cruise industry (tourism 
and shipbuilding) and the mobilities associated with it, as well as the incursion into 
urban everyday life and working worlds. The example of the cruise ship as a symbol, 
to which different meanings are attributed in different settings but whose symbolic 
content is also constantly reproduced there, allows the tracing of relationships. The 
cruise ports presented here function as a mirror for the developments that have long 
been set in motion on the ship (in shipping) through deterritorialization. 

Imagination can be seen in these processes as a practice regarding the produc-
tion and negotiation of contemporary mobility experiences and their effects on 
urban life and transforming socio-spatial orders. Imagination and everyday life in 
Venice and Monfalcone collide in different ways. While in Venice, the conflict be-
tween residents and urban politics, which has been going on for decades, culminates 
symbolically in the cruise ship, in Monfalcone, there is a local politically forced 
return to the tradition of shipbuilding, which uses the imaginations of the cruise 
ship by declaring it a cultural heritage. 

The actors active at the sites that have remained invisible so far are to be 
explored more closely in the course of the research. Further questions concern, for 
example, the actors and practices in the making of the locality of the “displaced, 
deterritorialized and transient populations that constitute today’s ethnoscapes” 
(Appadurai 1996: 66). Following on from this, it will be worth investigating what 
resonance spaces are formed for workers in the industries associated with shipbuild-

27	 The nature and content of the exhibition provoked the first critics to speak out, see Mellinato 
(2008).
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ing. This raises the question of the future alliances that can be built in the work-
places, in the places of residence and beyond, and to what extent these develop into 
transregional or transnational phenomena. The weighting of service and industry in 
cruise ports will also have to be observed. And what role does the cruise industry 
itself play in the creation of the imagination arsenal? These aspects should also be 
considered in other locations in the northern Adriatic. 

The cruise industry was hit hard by the Covid-19 pandemic and the lockdown 
that followed from mid-March 2020. The immobility faced by the travel industry cre-
ated new images and emptied cruise ships of their meaning. There was talk of ghost 
ships. Debates about ships as hotels or reception centers for refugees flared up. 
While many people in Venice literally breathed a sigh of relief at first and dolphins 
reclaimed the harbor areas instead of cruise ships, the shipyard in Monfalcone re-
sumed work on new ships for the military sector as early as April 2020. Cruise ships 
have again been calling at Venice (albeit in smaller numbers) since August 2020. 
During the ongoing Corona crisis, however, the cards are being reshuffled and de-
bates are being held about the relocation of tourism to surrounding cities. It remains 
to be seen which imaginations will be nurtured in the future and after the crisis. 
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From heroic staging to sober representation?*1
Photographs by Ernst Brunner from his military service with anti-aircraft battery 311

Abstract: The Lucerne photographer and farmhouse researcher Ernst Brunner 
served in an anti-aircraft unit of the Swiss Army during the Second World War. At this 
time, he took about 700 photographs that do not fit into the picture of a rural Swit-
zerland that Brunner so often showed and produced in other photographs. Brunner, as 
a photojournalist, was dependent on selling his pictures to the media. The censorship 
mechanisms and the visual language of the magazines of the time influenced the 
photographic practice of the photojournalists. During his military service, Brunner 
took photographs several times on individual occasions, varied the perspective, image 
detail and visible objects, waited for certain lighting conditions and ‘sought’ the per-
fect moment. Frequent visualizations and changes in his military images can be made 
visible with the help of comparative photographic analysis. While he often staged 
‘stout-hearted’ soldiers in his first three terms of service, his visual messages changed 
towards the end of the war to a rather sober visual language in which the coexistence 
of the military and civilian population is in focus. He also wrote two military diaries 
which permit the contextualization of the photographs and provide an insight into 
Brunner’s period of service.

Keywords: historical photography, Second World War, Swiss military, diary, pho-
tojournalist, Ernst Brunner

Rural, peasant and ‘disappearing’ worlds versus industry, military 
and readiness to defend
Lucerne in 1943: A soldier takes a run-up on the Inseli not far from the train station, 
leans on a garbage can and jumps over it in a high arch. At this moment, Ernst Brun-
ner presses the shutter release of his camera (Fig. 1). The jumping solider is in the 
center of the picture; another soldier is visible between the outstretched legs and 
hands and a garbage can. Brunner photographed from a low angle; the jump appears 
high because of this. The next soldiers are already waiting in the background; short-
ly beforehand, they had swung over a bench. They are soldiers of the anti-aircraft 
battery 311, the unit of the Swiss Army to which Brunner belonged. The Lucerne 

*	 This paper was first published in German in Schweizerisches Archiv für Volkskunde/Archives Suisses 
des Traditions Populaires 2020, 116 (2): 25–45. Translation by Stefanie Everke Buchanan.
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photographer did several periods of military service between 1942 and 1945 and pro-
duced numerous photographs during these times. The photographs are now held in 
the photo archive of the Schweizerische Gesellschaft für Volkskunde (SGV) and were 
relocated, recorded in a database and digitized in the course of its photo project 
from 2014–2018.1 Brunner’s photographic estate comprises about 47,800 negatives 
and 20,000 prints on index cards, in addition to several thousand prints and publica-
tion records, which are kept in the archives of the Canton of Lucerne’s archive of 
historic monuments. Since the entire stock of negatives was digitized as part of the 

1	 In 2014, the SGV initiated a photo project and, in the course of it, processed about half of the 
thirty photo collections. Since the fall of 2018, approximately 105,000 photographs from seven-
teen collections have been available online, https://archiv.sgv-sstp.ch, July 19, 2019.

Fig. 1: Soldiers of the anti-aircraft battery 311 jump over a garbage can. Photograph: Ernst Brunner, 
SGV_12N_05439 © Schweizerische Gesellschaft für Volkskunde.
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photo project and made available online, Brunner’s photographic work can now be 
viewed anew: Thousands of photographs, of which Brunner did not make any prints 
and which were previously only visible on the light box, are now digitally available 
and can be analyzed. Taking into account the fact that a photographic object and its 
digitized version are never the same and information is always lost or added in the 
process of digitization (cf. Kunsthistorisches Institut in Florenz 2009), this approach 
means that it is now also possible to evaluate photographs in a thematic analysis 
that Brunner initially excluded, did not select or which were unsuccessful. On the 
one hand, this expands the field of investigation in an almost unmanageable way, 
but, on the other hand, it allows the examination of entire series and, thus, provides 
a deeper insight into Brunner’s photographic practice.

Today, Brunner is best known for his photographs of rural areas of Switzerland, 
his documentation of buildings and crafts and his work as head of the Luzerner 
Bauernhausforschung (Lucerne Farmhouse Research Group). In 1995, Peter Pfrunder 
was the first to study Ernst Brunner’s complete photographic oeuvre and published 
an illustrated book, which, as can be argued, had a significant influence on the way 
in which his photographic collection was viewed. In Pfrunder’s words, Brunner, as 
a photographer of the ‘longue durée,’ sought what was enduring and would soon be 
washed away: The rural world, which was as much bound to tradition as to poverty 
(Pfrunder 1998: cover). Pfrunder focused on Brunner’s photo series of work process-
es, such as watering in Ferden, wild haymaking in the Bisi valley or threshing in the 
Leventina. In the course of recording the photo collection, around 700 photographs 
of soldiers appeared in 2016: Marching, during exercises, eating or doing sports. 
Photographs of weapons, positions, shelters, refugees and the war economy also did 
not fit into the picture of rural Switzerland that Brunner often produced otherwise. 
In 1995, Pfrunder addressed topics related to the Second World War but focused on 
the rural ‘disappearing’ worlds. The few subsequent publications on Brunner focused 
on other aspects, such as his proximity to the documentary photography of the 
Farm Security Administration in the United States or his artistic imagery, but again, 
based their argumentation on photographs that paint the picture of a peasant, rural 
Switzerland (cf. Steiger 1998). This leads to the question: To what extent was there 
a desire to see a ‘peasant,’ ‘rural’ or ‘disappearing’ world in Brunner’s pictures? And 
what do his numerous other photographs, for example, in cities, of industry, of large 
construction projects or even of military service tell us? The focus on photographs 
of the anti-aircraft battery 311 is relevant in several ways: Firstly, little has been 
known about Brunner’s military service up to now, for example, when and where 
he spent his time, or which restrictions affected his photography. Secondly, the 
photographs of the anti-aircraft battery 311 show Brunner’s temporary living envi-
ronment and, thus, have a direct biographical reference – in contrast to numerous 
other photo reportages in his collection. Thirdly, an analysis of the military images 
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deviates from the previous canon and focuses neither on artisanship nor on rural 
living environments. One difficulty regarding the examination of Brunner’s photo-
graphs is that he often recorded little contextual information about the images. 
The place and year that the pictures were taken remain unknown for many images, 
including the military pictures. Among the numerous negatives, however, there are 
eleven photographs from diaries that Brunner wrote during his military service.2 
They correspond to other diaries that are held in the Federal Archives.3 Fourthly, the 
written sources, thus, allow a chronological classification and contextualization of 
the military pictures, as is possible with few of Brunner’s picture series. What do the 
photographs from the six periods of military service tell us about Ernst Brunner? In 
the following, I will highlight his role as a photojournalist during the Second World 
War, focus on his photographic practice during military services, contextualize the 
photographs of the anti-aircraft battery 311 with the help of the diaries and show 
the changes in the messages conveyed by the images. A particular focus will be on 
the fourth service period in 1944 in Morens (Canton Fribourg).

Photography in the interplay between professional practice, 
national defense and censorship
Ernst Brunner worked mainly for the Regina publishing house until the mid-1940s; 
his pictures were published primarily in the magazines Schweizer Heim and Schweizer 
Familie (cf. Pfrunder 1998: 39). Peter Pfrunder sees a connection between Brunner’s 
success as a photojournalist and the tense political situation in Europe. He writes 
that the new awareness of home had awakened the need for images that emphasize 
‘one’s own’, the view inwards, and that instead of reports from faraway countries, 
newspapers and magazines were publishing proud articles about the allegedly un-
spoiled, freedom-loving people – the ‘original Swiss’ – in their own mountain valleys 
(Pfrunder 1998: 44). Ernst Brunner had no difficulty in supplying such pictures and 
motifs. As Pfrunder states, he had preserved his close relationship with the rural 
word, referring to Brunner’s childhood in Mettmenstetten (Pfrunder 1998: 45–48). 
Brunner was indeed mainly active in Switzerland as a photojournalist, but his pho-
tographs were used in a wide variety of contexts, mostly in the course of reportages 
but occasionally also to illustrate recipes or as advertising images for vacations in ski 
resorts.4 Photographs from a gas plant, from the construction of the road over the 
Susten Pass or pictures of a drying plant, for example, were also published (Schweizer 

2	 Cf. Fotoarchiv Schweizerische Gesellschaft für Volkskunde, Sammlung Ernst Brunner, shelf marks: 
SGV_12N_22273 to SGV_12N_22283.

3	 Cf. Schweizerisches Bundesarchiv, E5790#1000/948#3179*, Flab Bttr 311, Vol. 1–4, 1942–1945.
4	 Brunner collected publication records of his photographs; they are held in the Canton of Lucerne’s 

archive of historic monuments.
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Familie 1944, Das Schweizer Heim 1945a, 1945b).5 Brunner obviously understood 
how to cover the diverse needs of the magazines and not just how to sell ideologi-
cally charged pictures.

Brunner’s early years as a photo reporter fall into the period of the Second 
World War. The sociopolitical situation in Switzerland at that time also affected the 
work of the photojournalists. In order to sell photographs to magazines or periodi-
cals, the content had to be compatible with both the appropriate visual language 
and censorship regulations. Photojournalists were dependent on selling their pho-
tographs to earn a living (cf. Steiger 1998: 33). However, photojournalists were not 
only influenced at the level of pictures by the situation at the time; the mobilization 
of the army in 1939 and the subsequent active service had an impact on the profes-
sional life of the entire population for six years. Ernst Brunner was drafted in a 
second round and served six times from 1942 onwards, for a total of about five and a 
half months. A service assignment in Brunner’s unit lasted an average of one month. 
He continued his reportages between assignments, but he also took opportunities 
to take photographs during his time with the anti-aircraft battery 311.6 In contrast 

5	 All three articles are held as publication records as part of the collection on Ernst Brunner in the 
Canton of Lucerne’s archive of historic monuments.

6	 This resulted in about 700 pictures, which were the focus of the author’s master’s thesis (Özvegyi 
2018).

Fig. 2: Ernst Brunner’s ID card for photo reporters. Photograph: Ernst Brunner, SGV_12N_03401 
(detail) © Schweizerische Gesellschaft für Volkskunde.
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to other Swiss photographers, such as Theo Frey, Hans Staub, Georges Tièche or Paul 
Senn, Ernst Brunner was not recruited as an ‘official’ photo reporter for the Press 
and Radio Communications Division of the Swiss army – it remains unclear why.7 This 
department was tasked with recording military service in photographs and building 
up an archive.8 Ernst Brunner, on the other hand, like Hans Baumgartner, for exam-
ple, was one of the ‘civilian’ photo reporters in military service; they were part of a 
normal army unit and were only allowed to take photographs while on duty with an 
official ID as a photo reporter (Fig. 2).9 In contrast to the photographers of the Press 
and Radio Communications Division, Brunner received no official photo assignments 
from the army, was bound to the service missions of the anti-aircraft battery 311 
and allowed to keep his film negatives. Since Brunner worked as a photojournalist 
in civilian life and, thus, had the corresponding technical and perspective skills, his 
photographs from military service cannot be classified as private occasional photog-
raphy.10

All photojournalists were affected by press policy and censorship regulations 
during the Second World War. The mechanisms of general press censorship can only 
be touched upon at this point.11 Nevertheless, the question arises as to the extent to 
which press policy influenced the practice of photography and what effects the gov-
ernmental guidelines had on the photographic practice of reportage, respectively, 
professional photographers. The apparatus of press control was based on the Federal 
Council Decree of September 8, 1939, on the protection of the country’s security 
in the field of the intelligence service.12 As a result, the Press and Radio Division 
issued several bans, which were summarized under the so-called Grunderlass (Basic 
Decree). These prohibitions concerned, for example, publications about the military 
(e.g. troop composition and deployment sites, equipment, military installations) but 
also information about authorities or the import and export of goods. According to 
this decree, pictorial representations that corresponded to the prohibited informa-
tion were to be treated in the same way as written texts. In accordance with these 
regulations, pictorial material with military content had to be submitted to the ter-

7	 The Press and Radio Communications Division of the Swiss Army was the authority responsible 
for press censorship during the Second World War. In 1939, it was commissioned by the Federal 
Council to monitor and control the press (cf. Photoforum Pasquart 1989: 7, 14).

8	 The resulting photo collection is now held in the Swiss Federal Archives, Bern, and was the basis 
for the publication Bilder aus der Schweiz 1939–1945, also see Burri and Maissen (1997).

9	 Cf. interview Georges Luks with Hans Baumgartner (Photoforum Pasquart 1989: 28–31).
10	 Nora Mathys, in her dissertation on photographic friendships, analyzed albums that contained 

private photographs from military service. She found that the soldiers mainly photographed them-
selves, their comrades or relatives during visits (Mathys 2013: 121).

11	 For further literature on press censorship in Switzerland during the Second World War, see Kreis 
(1973) or Keller (2009).

12	 Cf. Federal Council protocol of September 8, 1939 (Eidg. Gesetzessammlung 55), Art. 1, published 
in Photoforum Pasquart (1989: 25).
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ritorial commanders responsible prior to publication (cf. Monnier 1989). Many posi-
tive prints in Ernst Brunner’s collection bear the stamps “released for publication” 
and “Ter. Kdo. 8,” indicating that Brunner sent these prints to Territorial Command 
8 in order to be able to publish them. However, Brunner did so with only a fraction 
of his photographs with military content; all the others remained unnoticed in his 
collection of negatives. Regarding the ‘civilian’ photographers, therefore, the censor-
ship mechanisms only concerned the photographs that they intended to publish 
and which they sent to the Territorial Commands. Thus, when photographing during 
military service, the only thing to bear in mind was the possibility of later censor-
ship. Brunner regularly published photographs during the war, including ones taken 
during service with the anti-aircraft battery 311 (e.g. Das Schweizer Heim 1943a, 
1943b). This influenced the photographic situation in military service: On the one 
hand, from the perspective of the photographer, who had both the possible censor-
ship and the pictorial language of the magazines in his mind, and, on the other 
hand, from the perspective of the people in the photographs, who behaved according 
to the corresponding pictorial traditions or perhaps asked Brunner to capture certain 
situations. In Brunner’s case, the thought of the later use of the pictures played a 
role: Which motifs, contents and ways of presentation are suitable for an illustrated 
magazine, and with which visual language can money be made? During the war 
years, both the ‘official’ and the ‘civilian’ photographers in military service moved 
in a field of tension between the duty to defend the country, censorship practices, 
magazine assignments and the desire to do favors for comrades in service.13

Visualizations in the military images: Gestures, poses and staging
Brunner’s propensity for the exact documentation of procedures and processes is 
also reflected in his way of recording military service. On several occasions, for 
example, he photographed the assembly and alignment of 20 mm anti-aircraft guns 
or the setting up of posts. In doing so, he proceeded in a similar way to reportages 
with civilian content. Brunner’s picture series are characterized by a meticulousness 
that runs through the entire photo collection; he often photographed every step 
and every activity from beginning to end. Since the 1990s, visual anthropology 
has increasingly devoted itself to entire series of pictures in order to examine their 
cultural significance and social impact over a longer period (cf. Leimgruber, Andris, 
and Bischoff 2013: 252).14 This approach is also suitable for examining Brunner’s 
photographs, as he rarely took only a single photograph on a topic or a field of 

13	 To the best of the author’s knowledge, there were no female photojournalists who photographed 
army units for the press and radio division or as ‘civilian’ photojournalists in Switzerland. Images 
from or about the military during the Second World War are, thus, the argument, subject to a male 
perspective on events.

14	 The dissertations by Ulrich Hägele (1998) and Nora Mathys (2013) can serve as examples here. 
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interest. Nora Mathys’ approach was used for the analysis of the military images; she 
examined visualizations of love relationships in photo albums by means of a serial 
comparative photo analysis (cf. Mathys 2014). According to Mathys, visualizations as 
a way of realization are used mainly for abstract ideas or conceptions, but they are 
also subject to social and technical conditions. In her words, perception and visuali-
zation are dependent on the images already known as well as the technical possibili-
ties, such as flashlight, exposure times and zoom, the forms of presentation, such 
as slide shows, photo albums and framed pictures, and our habits of showing and 
looking at things. She concludes that perception and visualization are, thus, subject 
to the conditions of showing, seeing and being seen, and they are determined by 
time, space and social factors (Mathys 2014: 225).15 Mathys illustrates this with the 
example of the representation of love relationships: When two people stand next to 
each other, the nature of their relationship is not discernible. According to Mathys, 
in order to make love relationships perceptible as such, they must be made visible by 
means of appropriate visualizations. This can, for instance, be an intimate embrace 
that gives the viewer a hint of a romantic relationship (Mathys 2014: 224 f.). When 
viewing the photographs of the anti-aircraft battery 311, it is striking that Brunner 
often experimented with the staging and depiction of soldiers. During his military 
service, he took photographs several times on individual occasions, varying the 
perspective, frame and visible objects, waiting for certain lighting conditions and 
‘searching’ for the perfect moment. Figure 1, for example, is preceded by numerous 
experiments that show the same photo opportunity but do not capture the sol-
dier’s jump at the highest point and show the remaining battery in the background. 
Therefore, the central question is which abstract ideas or conceptions did he try to 
visualize, and which pictorial messages are associated with them at which time?

Roland Barthes’ semiotic image analysis (cf. Barthes 1990) can be used to ex-
amine visualizations and processes of connotation. Barthes distinguishes between 
denotative and connotative messages: For him, denotative messages are those that 
contain an analogy to the world. By contrast, connotative messages provide in-
formation about social understanding (Barthes 1990: 13); they contain what Nora 
Mathys calls accompanying, additional (emotional, expressive, stylistic) ideas 
(Mathys 2014:  227). When analyzing photographs, therefore, the rhetoric of the 
era must be taken into account. Which stereotypes, schemes, colors, gestures or 
lettering are used at which time? Barthes understands connotation to mean what he 
terms the introduction of an additional meaning into the actual photographic mes-
sage (Barthes 1990: 16) and distinguishes between different methods of application. 
Connotations are formed, for example, by a photomontage; depending on the era, 
the poses of those photographed refer to fixed meanings, as does the placement of 

15	 Nora Mathys here refers to Holert (2005: 233).
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objects or symbols. However, creative techniques, such as focus/blurriness or light-
ing conditions, can also be applications of connotation. Finally, the pictorial series 
also creates a syntax, as it were: Looking at a photograph within a series leads to 
connotations that arise through the arrangement as well as through the links be-
tween them (cf. Barthes 1990: 17–22; Mathys 2014: 227 f.). This kind of attribution 
of meaning must be taken into account especially in Brunner’s case, who produced 
entire series of pictures on individual themes. On the other hand, his comrades 
also had an influence on the pictorial message: With their behavior in front of the 
camera, with possible wishes or requests for pictorial composition, they had already 
helped shape the images in the photographic situation.

According to Mathys, visualizations by means of gestures, poses and staging 
usually result from personal or collective symbolizations in order to clarify certain 
messages. Facial expressions, glances and gestures or even objects are used, for 
example, to depict romantic connections (cf. Mathys 2014: 235). In Brunner’s pho-
tographs of the anti-aircraft battery 311, visualizations of stout-hearted men ready 
to defend are particularly evident: Soldiers posing in a row with their rifles at the 
ready (Fig. 3), standing guard on the roof of the main post office in Lucerne (Fig. 4), 
or apparently ready to fire next to a 20 mm anti-aircraft gun (Fig. 5). Photographs 
of this kind convey to viewers the image of soldiers who are ready to fulfil their 
military duties. Both the people photographed and Brunner as the photographer 
play with gestures, poses and staging in order to construct and convey these mes-
sages. All the individuals involved in the photographic situation, therefore, have an 
influence on the connotative messages of a photograph. The choice of perspective 

Fig. 3: Soldiers posing with rifles at the ready. 
Photograph: Ernst Brunner, SGV_12N_05331 
©Schweizerische Gesellschaft für Volkskunde.

Fig. 4: Soldiers staging standing guard on 
the roof of the main post office in Lucerne. 
Photograph: Ernst Brunner, SGV_12N_05335 
©Schweizerische Gesellschaft für Volkskunde.
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is particularly striking in a large portion of Ernst Brunner’s military photographs; 
he often photographed upwards, thus, making the soldiers depicted appear heroic. 
Figure 4 also shows Brunner’s play with the lighting conditions: The backlighting on 
the roof anonymizes the individual soldiers, highlights the contours of the uniforms 
and rifles, and simultaneously creates a shadow on the ground that is reflected in 
the glass plates. The military photographs can be analyzed for various connotations, 
and the placement of objects or symbols in the picture are also frequently used as 
design techniques. The two portraits (Fig. 6 and 7) show the same soldier twice, once 
sitting and once standing facing forward. In the second image, the cap has been 

Fig. 5: Soldiers of the anti-aircraft battery 311 
with a 20 mm anti-aircraft gun. Photograph: 
Ernst Brunner, SGV_12N_05317 ©Schweizerische 
Gesellschaft für Volkskunde.

Fig. 6: Portrait of a seated soldier in Ernst Brun-
ner’s apartment. Photograph: Ernst Brunner, 
SGV_12N_07358 ©Schweizerische Gesellschaft 
für Volkskunde.

Fig. 7:  
Portrait of a soldier standing with a rifle in Ernst 
Brunner’s apartment. Photograph: Ernst Brunner, 
SGV_12N_07362 ©Schweizerische Gesellschaft für 
Volkskunde.
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replaced by the helmet, and the rifle, which was previously in the background, is 
now in the soldier’s hands, centrally positioned in the picture. Brunner’s visualiza-
tions can, therefore, in reference to Mathys, be described as being dependent on the 
pictorial traditions of the time. At this point, it is particularly important to keep in 
mind the role of the illustrated magazines, since their selection of images, the choice 
of details and the perspectives formed a pictorial tradition of their own.16 Showing 
the citizens the national characteristics of Switzerland by means of carefully assem-
bled photographs and idealizing the common homeland was part of the magazines’ 
program and must be seen in the context of the “intellectual national defense” (cf. 
Pfrunder 1998: 45). This also includes all publications about the Swiss military, for 
example, stout-hearted soldiers portrayed as heroes who placed themselves in the 
service of the ‘fatherland’. Guido Magnaguagno also recognized that a tendency to-
wards nationalism was evident in Swiss photography from 1935 onwards: Homeland 
themes as well as a tendency towards pathos and monumentality were recognizable 
in many photographs (cf. Magnaguagno 1981; Pfrunder 1998: 44 f.).

Two different diaries and the photographs:  
Traces of the anti-aircraft battery 311
Eleven negatives from Ernst Brunner’s photo collection show the pages of a diary 
entitled “Aktivdienst Juli – August 1944 Morens (FR)” (Active service July – August 
1944 Morens, Canton of Fribourg).17 It was written by Brunner and the entries cor-
respond in part to his photographs. The term ‘active service’ in both military and 
everyday language was synonymous with the period between 1939 and 1945, but it 
was and is understood almost exclusively as the military service experiences of the 
men (cf. Dejung 2006: 13). Women were often convinced that they could not tell 
anything extraordinary about the Second World War, whereas men reported exactly 
who had done what, when and where as soon as, as Simone Chiquet puts it, they 
were convinced of the importance of their experiences (Chiquet 1992: 11). Christof 
Dejung speaks of the polarization of gender characters to refer to the juxtapositions 
of soldierly, stout-hearted men and of devoted women who are to be protected. Be-
cause of this polarization, according to Dejung, women’s achievements faded in the 
collective memory (cf. Dejung 2006: 14 f.). Historical sources, especially those from 
active service, therefore, often depict men’s perspectives on current events. This also 
applies to Ernst Brunner’s military pictures and his diary entries. The photographed 
diary makes it possible to match some of the pictures to the summer of 1944. The 
Federal Archives hold all the ‘official’ military diaries of the anti-aircraft battery 311. 

16	 Peter Pfrunder, for example, refers to illustrated magazines as a source genre; cf. Pfrunder 
(1998: 40–43).

17	 Schweizerische Gesellschaft für Volkskunde, SGV_12N_22274, https://archiv.sgv-sstp.ch/re-
source/444509, July 17, 2019.
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These consist of four volumes describing a total of six periods of service from 1942–
1945.18 They provide information on the service assignments, team compositions, 
activities and special incidents during the service. The diaries are in A5 format, have 
a black cover and preprinted pages.19 The A5 booklets in the Federal Archives have 
the same preprinted structure as the photographed diary and also contain entries 
for the summer of 1944. Both documents are clearly the work of Brunner, but they 
do not have the same content. Brunner, therefore, kept two diaries in the summer 
of 1944. However, some pages are missing from the photographed version. It is not 
clear whether Brunner did not photograph the pages or whether the negatives have 
been lost. The text in the photographed ‘unofficial’ diary is illustrated with numerous 
drawings, some of which correspond to photographs taken during military service. 
Figure 8, for example, shows a situation similar to the photographed drawing of the 
journey from Lucerne to Morens near Payerne on July 14, 1944 (Fig. 9). The soldiers 
sit on an open train car between cars and anti-aircraft guns. Otherwise, the drawings 
illustrate situations about which Ernst Brunner writes in part but in which he does 
not take photographs (or is not allowed to take any). More cynical drawings, such 
as those about the army postal service, can also be found in his ‘unofficial’ diary.20 
There are, therefore, two versions of diary entries for the fourth period of service of 
the anti-aircraft battery 311 (July 14 – August 15, 1944): On the one hand, those 
that Ernst Brunner wrote ‘officially’ in the military diary and which are now held in 
the Federal Archives, and, on the other hand, his ‘unofficial’ notes, of which only a 
few are still available in the photo collection at the SGV. So, what changed in the 
summer of 1944? If one compares the entries, it quickly becomes clear that Brun-
ner’s ‘official’ diary was very brief during this period of service. Thus, he writes under 
August 7, 1944: “Activity: Field service exercise in Bussy. Attack of two squads on 
the village, which is defended by c. squad against ground troops and air raids.”21 In 
the photographed diary, the first part of the entry of August 7 is missing, but clear 
differences can be identified: “Defended bttr. against air raids by ground troops. In 
the course of this exercise, combat in this area is shown with all its difficulties. If 
the tactical skills of our people were equal to their goodwill, our squad would be able 

18	 Cf. Schweizerisches Bundesarchiv, E5790#1000/948#3179*, diary Flab Bttr 311, 4 volumes, 1942–
1945.

19	 The template is in three languages and provides space for the designation of the army unit and 
the period of service. It also contains a list of the “rules for keeping the diary,” according to 
which it has to be kept daily, describing the activities in a chronological and coherent manner, 
providing information on the composition of the unit and the sets of orders; cf. Schweizerisches 
Bundesarchiv, E5790#1000/948#3179*, diary Flab Bttr 311, 4 volumes, 1942–1945.

20	 One soldier carries a large sack of field mail over his shoulder, his superior walks beside him smok-
ing and reading the newspaper.

21	 Cf. Schweizerisches Bundesarchiv, E5790#1000/948#3179*, diary Flab Bttr 311, vol. 3, entry Au-
gust 7, 1944. Quotations from diary entries have been translated from German for better legibility.
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to form an elite force. Better that way! The skills can still be enriched and expanded. 
If good will were lacking, all hope would be lost.”22 Not only the scope of the entry, 
but also the way in which Brunner writes is different from the ‘official’ version. He 
reflects on the ‘tactical skill’ and, at the same time, underlines the determination 
of his unit. Brunner also sketches the field exercise in Bussy: Around the church, 
there are solders who seem to be shooting at each other, and an airplane flies over 
the village (Fig. 10). It is largely unclear where and when the pictures were taken 

22	 Schweizerische Gesellschaft für Volkskunde, SGV_12N_22276, https://archiv.sgv-sstp.ch/re-
source/444511, accessed July 17, 2019.

Fig. 8: Soldiers of the anti-aircraft battery 311 
on an open carriage. Photograph: Ernst Brunner, 
SGV_12N_20217 ©Schweizerische Gesellschaft 
für Volkskunde.

Fig. 9: Photographed ‘unofficial’ diary by Ernst 
Brunner, entries from July 14 and 15, 1944. 
Photograph: Ernst Brunner, SGV_12N_22283 
©Schweizerische Gesellschaft für Volkskunde.

Fig. 10: 
Photographed ‘unofficial’ diary by Ernst Brunner, 
entries from August 7 and 8, 1944. Photograph: 

Ernst Brunner, SGV_12N_22276  
©Schweizerische Gesellschaft für Volkskunde.
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because little or no contextual information was recorded by Ernst Brunner in any of 
the military images. Supplementary sources such as the diaries of the anti-aircraft 
battery 311 help, on the one hand, to contextualize the photographs, but, on the 
other hand, they are also a means of attributing meaning retrospectively. In addition 
to the photographs, the two diaries form a basis for the analysis of Brunner’s mili-
tary service, especially from the summer of 1944. Together, they allow insights into 
the everyday life of the soldiers and the image of active service that Brunner wanted 
to convey. For the viewer, they also reveal the processes, activities and banalities of 
everyday military life in Switzerland during the Second World War. What looks like 
an unknown object when viewed on its own, for example, turns out, in the context 
of the photo series and the diaries, to be an individual part of a 20 mm anti-aircraft 
gun. These individual parts were used to align the cannons and to measure the air-
speed of the aircraft. Reading the diary entries shapes the view of the photographs, 
as they allow (military) terms to be assigned to the activities depicted. Conversely, 
the photographs allow a visual impression of the everyday life described in the diary.

The fourth service mission in Morens in the summer of 1944
A look at the fourth service period reveals some changes: Firstly, Brunner’s ‘official’ 
diary is extremely concise; compared to previous service missions, he did not include 
long explanations about the weather or the soldier’s spirit and detailed tables and 
maps. Secondly, Brunner wrote a second diary in a parallel process, in which he 
included sketches and which he photographed. And thirdly, changes can be seen in 
the photographs from this service period: Brunner no longer photographed weapons, 
dispensed with visualizations of their readiness to defend and deliberately photo-
graphed civilians in exchanges with the soldiers. Extensive series are missing, and 
deliberately staged moments, such as in Figure 1, are rare. In contrast to previous 
periods of service, Brunner did not photograph accommodations, staged weapons 
or take pictures of inspections. There are also no photographs of the nearby Pay-
erne airfield, anti-aircraft guns, positions or transports. These places and activities 
play a central role in the diaries: Individual combat exercises, training on the gun, 
aircraft recognition service or material checks are often described. Such activities 
and processes can often be recognized in the photographs taken before the active 
service in Morens. The series on the roof of the main post office in Lucerne, to which 
Figures 3–5 belong, for example, consists of around ninety photographs showing the 
transport of materials, the assembly and alignment of the anti-aircraft guns, but 
also portraits of soldiers. To what extent Brunner was not allowed or did not want 
to photograph such activities cannot be decided conclusively. Overall, there are no 
longer any heroic images of soldiers in the photographs from the fourth service 
period, compared to previous visualizations of the ‘readiness to defend,’ as shown in 
Figures 3–5. Brunner no longer experimented with the lighting conditions or differ-
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ent perspectives. Low angle shots, shots with backlight or retouching are missing. 
Furthermore, Brunner no longer staged gestures and refrained from positing soldiers 
with a rifle at the ready or soldiers next to a ‘ready to fire’ anti-aircraft gun. The 
author used the sketches in the ‘unofficial’ diary partially as a (visual) supplement 
to the photographs: They offer new aspects of everyday life on duty. Photographs 
of sleeping soldiers during their lunch break, the construction of positions around 
Payerne or an exercise in Bussy (see Fig. 10) are not present in Brunner’s collection 
of negatives – but these activities are mentioned in the diaries. The map sketch of 
Morens (see Fig. 9) proves to be equally central to the contextualization of numerous 
photographs from the town.23

The provisions of the anti-aircraft battery 311 are documented quite extensively 
by comparison. Brunner photographed the preparation of food, the carrying of pots 
and the dining area several times. The ‘unofficial’ diary shows that the supply of the 
troops was not reliable, at least at the beginning of military service in Morens.24 This 
is an aspect of everyday life that is not visible on the negatives. What is striking in 
comparison to the photographs from previous periods of service is Brunner’s visual 
language; the photographs seem casual and are more reminiscent of the work of an 
amateur than that of a photojournalist. A sequence of events or a visual story that 
tells something from beginning to end is missing. Brunner also focused specifically 
on women and shows excerpts from the lives of civilian and military individuals in 
Morens. While there are hardly any women or civilians to be seen in the military pic-
tures taken before Morens, they now occupy a central position: They appear in group 
pictures with soldiers (Fig. 11) and can be seen in the street scenes or while baking 
bread. In the diaries, contact with the civilian population occupies a marginal posi-
tion compared to the military daily routine. Perhaps photographing in Morens was 
more restrictive than in other missions? The fact that Brunner did not photograph 
anti-aircraft guns in Morens would support this interpretation. While the cannons 
previously occupied a central position, they are now, at times, only visible at the 
edges. Brunner probably had less opportunity to take pictures than in other service 
periods because many pictures were taken within a radius of a few hundred meters 
and seem more random than carefully planned and staged.

As in previous assignments, Brunner photographed the same places and people 
several times in Morens, however, less persistently. Perhaps Brunner put aside his 
role as a photojournalist and the photographs were intended for personal recollec-
tion. In any case, there is no evidence that he tried to sell photographs from this 

23	 Although there is no legend to the figures in the sketch, some of the images could be localized 
with the aid of the map, such as numerous photographs of the campfire hearth and the dining area 
(cf. Fig. 11) of the anti-aircraft battery 311 and the well and the oven in Morens. 

24	 Schweizerische Gesellschaft für Volkskunde, SGV_12N_22281, https://archiv.sgv-sstp.ch/resource 
/444516, accessed July 26, 2019.
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period of service. None of the positive prints from Morens bears a stamp of the cen-
sorship authority of the Territorial Command 8. Whether Brunner wanted to publish 
the photographs, therefore, remains uncertain. In any case, the visual language has 
changed from heroic to rather sober. Maybe Brunner simply did not have any more 
time for extensive photography. Or he was restricted in his choice of motifs. The 
reasons behind his changed photographic practice cannot be reconstructed. In the 
case of military photographs, it must be assumed, as shown above, that there were 

always several factors involved.

The last photographs from the military
In the fifth and sixth service period of the anti-aircraft battery 311, Ernst Brunner 
no longer kept the ‘official’ military diary and did not file any photographs under 
the designation “Flab Bttr 311” either. The last official military diary shows that 
the troop was stationed at the Rekingen power plant on the border with Germany. 
Some of Brunner’s photographs show the power plant with soldiers who can be 
identified as members of anti-aircraft battery 311. Particularly noteworthy is a group 
picture with eight soldiers (Fig. 12). They are standing in front of a building with a 
terrace and a striped parasol, with more soldiers sitting on the terrace. The soldier 
in the middle holds a small plaque with the inscription “Tag V” (Day V). The bat-
tery consisted of about 120 men, with these eight possibly forming Ernst Brunner’s 
immediate environment. The fifth day in Rekingen was Tuesday, May 1, 1945. In 
the diary, Lieutenant Peyer notes under “Besonderes” (special events): “Order for 
positional abort starting tomorrow 0700 arrives. Radio report 2200: The Führer Adolf 

Fig. 12: Group picture of the anti-aircraft 
battery 311 with plaque „Tag V“. Photograph: 
Ernst Brunner, SGV_12N_21276 © Schweizerische 
Gesellschaft für Volkskunde

Fig. 11: Group picture of the anti-aircraft 
battery 311 with inhabitants of Morens. 
Photograph: Ernst Brunner, SGV_12N_20263 
© Schweizerische Gesellschaft für Volkskunde.
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Hitler dead. The French have shot a National Socialist across the Rhine.”25 Therefore, 
“Day V” could refer to a special event. However, it remains unclear whether the 
fifth day of service or “Victory in Europe Day” (May 8, 1945) and, thus, the end of 
the Second World War is meant (cf. Brandenburgische Landeszentrale für politische 
Bildung 2015). The date of the photograph remains equally unclear; it is possible 
that Brunner staged the scene later. It is one of the few military photographs by 
Brunner with which a direct reference to the war events can be made. At the same 
time, it is the last picture in the negative collection which shows the anti-aircraft 
battery 311 in service. Brunner portrayed individual people from his unit at a later 
date. Only the processing of the photo collection by the SGV makes such findings 
possible: Digitization allows the viewing and analysis of entire images series, even 
previously unknown images. On the one hand, this makes Brunner’s photographic 
practice visible; on the other hand, visualizations used frequently (for instance, 
readiness to defend) and corresponding visual messages can be identified. In the 
case of the military pictures, Brunner’s play with perspectives, lighting conditions 
and staging can be discerned. Thus, at the beginning of his service, he aimed to 
serve the sought-after image canon of stout-hearted and heroic soldiers. The socio-
political situation, censorship regulations and the demand for certain image content 
influenced the work of the photojournalists during the Second World War – not only 
that of Ernst Brunner. His role as an ‘unofficial’ photojournalist during his military 
service probably changed over the course of time; a change in the visual language 
became apparent in the summer of 1944, from a heroic to a rather sober portrayal 
of his comrades in service. Whether Brunner took photographs increasingly for per-
sonal recollection and whether his photographic practice also changed in reportages 
and photography after the Second World War must be examined on another occasion. 
The examination of the military pictures, meanwhile, has opened up new perspec-
tives on Brunner’s photographic work as well as on a period in his life and should 
also be a stimulus to turn our gaze to themes in Brunner’s collection that have been 
given less attention so far.
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