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Self-Concepts, Counter-Concepts, 
Asymmetrical Counter-Concepts 
Some Aspects of a Multi-Faceted Agenda 

KAY JUNGE 

“[…] when the Spaniards asked the 

name of that place, […] one of the 

savages answered ‘Jucatan’, which is 

‘What ask you?’ or ‘What you say?’” 

(Walter Raleigh 1614). 

 

I A DISCLAIMER 
 
In this introductory essay, the questions of what concepts are, how 
they refer to real, possible or fictive things and events by means of de-
noting, labeling, designating, determining, constructing, evoking, por-
traying, or identifying them, as well as how concepts absorb uncertain-
ty, will only be touched in passing. Other questions which will not be 
extensively addressed here could be summarized as follows: How are 
words, sayings, phrases, ideas or concepts invented or made up, come 
into being, and made to be understood? How are they learned—by su-
pervised problem solving, by the imitation of verbal behavior or by 
also figuring out the possible intentions that might orient such behav-
ior? How could they intentionally or unknowingly be misread? How 
are they put into circulation? How do they get transmitted, bequeathed 
and inherited, reproduced or replicated? Why should they polarize and 
become contested? How do verbal signs get trimmed up or embedded, 
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specified or generalized, or simply become ambiguous, how do they 
become conventionalized or fossilized? Last but not least, how do 
some elements of social communication manage to jump to key posi-
tions and sneak into larger traditions, while others might eventually 
turn out to be redundant and slip into irrelevance? 

In fact, sociology, which often claims strong interest in culture, 
should be a proper place for asking and answering these questions. Af-
ter all, humans have managed to protect themselves, survive and 
spread all over the globe by relying on cultural artifacts, concepts, in-
struments and institutions, which themselves are subject to the pro-
cesses of selection and adaptation eagerly studied by sociologists. 
However, as sociology lacks intellectual resources for tackling the 
processes of individual learning and cultural evolution and does not 
even seem to recognize this deficit, it has tacitly delegated these prob-
lems to other disciplines. Being well aware that one does not live by 
genes alone, sociologists still appear to treat humans as cultural dopes 
incapable of possessing concepts in the first place. Moreover, they are 
often close to the assumption that human vocabularies determine hu-
man behavior in much the same way as genes regulate activities of 
other animals. As a result, it seems like sociology has little to offer 
when it comes to dealing explicitly with the smooth but intellectually 
very demanding inferential processes of communication and the com-
municative commitments they impute, with our mental bookkeeping 
and conversational haggling, our pretentious imputations and clever 
alibis, our strategic self-revelations and silencing tactics, and the intri-
cate semantic architecture that gives asymmetric counter-concepts 
their peculiar flavor. 

Reinhart Koselleck, who coined the very term asymmetrische Ge-

genbegriffe some 35 years ago, illustrated the architecture of asymmet-
ric counter-concepts mainly by going through three examples. 
(Koselleck 1985). His first example was the opposition of Hellenes 
and Barbarians. This distinction owed its robustness to the fact, that 
what it referred to was also separated in space. The distance between 
them allowed Hellenes to look down at allegedly speechless Barbari-
ans, and it was only after they had found a label for the Barbarians that 
they sought one for themselves: discriminating against others came 
first. This conceptual pair became dubious and contested when its ter-
ritorial foundations lost their strength. The second pair of counter-
concepts Koselleck discussed was the one of Christians and Heathens. 
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It did build upon the first distinction but also added a strong temporal 
connotations to the original, and thereby incited Christians to a more 
dynamic and active relation vis-a-vis others. The Christians acted as 
missionaries, and as a consequence they had to make a further distinc-
tion between brothers and potential converts (i.e. heathens proper), and 
those damned to perish (i.e. heretics), thereby adding a spiritual di-
mension to the distinction. The last asymmetrical binary analyzed by 
Koselleck was the pair Übermensch vs. Untermensch, which quickly 
acquired racist connotations but could also be, according to Koselleck, 
traced back to the Enlightenment discourse, legitimizing the decapita-
tion of the king and others, and was also constitutive for the totalitari-
an discourses, purges and cleansings of the 20th century. Here the one 
side simply and brutally defines its counterpart as non-human in the 
first place, building up on the religiously driven negation of the other 
hinted at before. 

At first sight, the conceptual asymmetries mentioned above articu-
late the value-judgement that apparently comes naturally, relying on a 
preference of self to other, or us to them. But as Koselleck’s readers 
know, at a second glance things turn out to be more complicated, intri-
cate and interwoven with one another. However, as the essays collect-
ed in this volume make clear, the complications that will surface also 
depend on the disciplinary framework applied, and there are quite a 
number of ways to derive, frame and embed counter-concepts. It is in 
bringing these different disciplinary perspectives together that we hope 
to make a difference in the current research landscape. One could in 
principle begin with answering the more elementary questions posed 
above, but, as has been already indicated, there are no ready answers 
to them. What could surely help is an even more ambitious interdisci-
plinary endeavor than the present volume, with psychology and cogni-
tive science looming large—but that is, for now, a thing of the future. 
Hence we will have to start with a more limited, less elementary and 
also more abstract set of questions. First, we will ask why historians, 
social scientists and linguists should be particularly interested in cul-
tural self-images, in self-concepts, self-fashioning and self-descripti-
ons of particular times and peoples, specific encounters, procedures, 
gatherings and institutions. Next, we will address the problem of ana-
chronistically applying today’s concepts to other historical settings. In 
the remaining three sections we want to discuss the possible architec-
tures of counter-concepts, both, symmetrical and asymmetrical, draw-
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ing mainly on the conceptual specifications and definitional proce-
dures Carl Schmitt applied or touched on in his booklet on The Con-
cept of the Political whose first edition appeared in 1927 (Schmitt 
1996) and will eventually discuss three more varieties of instituting 
asymmetries from a list that is still open and should invite the reader to 
think of still others not tackled here. Reinhart Koselleck had close rela-
tions with Carl Schmitt while writing his dissertation, and took from 
Schmitt much of his inspiration for the idea of asymmetrical counter-
concepts. This connection could therefore be a fitting point for intro-
ducing our book. 

 
 

II SELF-CONCEPTS, THEIR INTRICACIES 
 AND VAIN FIXATIONS 
 
Right at the beginning of his opus magnum of 1651 Thomas Hobbes 
observes that man is both, the maker or artificer and of his institutions 
and the matter of these artificial, i.e. historically contingent, bodies. Of 
course, in their capacity as builders of their own social world, humans 
often fail and things turn out to be different from how they were in-
tended—if they were intended at all. And this is why Hobbes, like ar-
guably all political writers, endeavors to intervene into this process, 
trying to hold up a mirror to a man to enable him to better see who he 
is, to get a better grasp of his situation, and to transform society more 
to his liking. The metaphor of holding up a mirror implies an inno-
cence and neutrality of such endeavors that could well be misleading. 
In fact, Hobbes is evidently not holding up a mirror to us, but is rather 
writing a book. But at least with reference to social matters there is no 
way out of the circle constituted by the fact that man is both the maker 
and the matter of his affairs. His words do not only serve as indicators 
of what is happening, but they must also be seen as factors in what is 
happening. Our language for the description of our social affairs does 
not only mirror an independent reality but partly constitutes it. Naming 
things and events, blaming others or ourselves for what happened, and 
claiming responsibilities (or demanding compensations) are actions 
that build upon each other and determine what happens next. Even be-
ing told the truth or gaining some self-knowledge will make a differ-
ence, change our understanding, and will perhaps make us act differ-
ently. The mirror can make visible things we cannot see otherwise—
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most importantly, our own image and the people in our back. Holding 
up a mirror to someone and making him look at it is nothing else than 
an active intervention. Once social philosophizing or social research 
becomes known to the public, they inevitably change their object do-
main. 

But the mirror metaphor might make us aware of something even 
more subtle than that. The mirror itself already seems to be doing 
something; we identify the mirror by its mirroring of the things in front 
of it. It seems to distinguish itself by what it does to its surrounding 
world that is by reflecting it. Of course, mirrors can be bent; they can 
also enlarge things, distort them beyond recognition or even make 
them disappear completely from view.1 And in all this, again, they are 
a little bit like language in general and the specific concepts we use to 
depict the world, ourselves and others. Whenever such processes of 
self-reflection and self-description get lexicalized and condensed into 
special terminology, we speak of self-concepts. Inevitable abstracting 
from many details, but still being a part of what they describe or make 
us conceive, they cannot be but incomplete, just as a map of some ter-
ritory, which is both used and covers some space within that territory, 
cannot map itself in all detail, or the mirror, that cannot mirror its 
backside. 

Unlike artifacts such as mirrors, language, however, evolves with-
out someone having some plan in mind. Because of that, it cannot be 
set up from its very beginning by explicit definitions and conventions, 

                                           

1  Many if not most Marxists where not too perceptive of such possible dis-

tortions and tended to account for science and their own endeavors by the 

metaphor of the mirror-image, while drawing on the concept of ideology to 

account for the distortions of others. So called positivist did not do much 

better by conceiving of their own projects as science and all the rest as 

meaningless. In response to this split and apparent arrogance, some post-

modern thinkers sought a way out by inflating the concept of ideology and 

social construction to cover all kinds of culturally shaped cognitive pro-

cesses, but then talked themselves into denying the existence of mirrors, 

apparently even real ones, all together, thereby again missing something 

important, namely both the irritations that especially the apparently true 

images and propositions can trigger off, and the failures and falsifications 

that might be due to the fact, that we oriented ourselves to a mirage or 

some distortion in our mirror. 
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as these would have already presupposed an existing language. It has 
evolved and got shaped by our interests and circumstances, only to 
transform them in turn. However, human language has developed fea-
tures, in particular our ability to say No! that make it quite different 
from the signaling systems we can already find among bacteria, plants 
and in the animal kingdom. Negation facilitates the specification of 
meanings, so to speak, on the spot and allows for the delimitation of 
referents by processes of triangulation, where e.g. you learn what I 
mean by “tulip” by pointing to all kinds of plants and flowers, or even 
other things, and I nod wherever I feel that you do not meet my expec-
tations. It is only through communication and by negation that mean-
ings get sufficiently fixed to allow for the coordination of action, and it 
is only through tacit confirmations and explicit negations that we ar-
rive at some workable consensus. By relying on a specific kind of de-
fault logic, namely by proceeding on the assumption to understand 
each other and perhaps even agree with each other, as long as no one 
explicitly disagrees, our language allows us to communicate in a most 
efficient way (Horn 1989, especially chapter 3). 

The default logic constitutive of human talk works by a preference 
for agreement. Agreeing goes unmarked, disagreeing needs to be 
marked. It is perhaps from here that the most elementary asymmetries 
of human communication and concept-formation take off. But, of 
course, we do not always arrive at a sufficiently wide ranging working 
consensus, and are oftentimes well aware of this. But still disagree-
ments occasoinally come as a surprise and, if so, frequently require 
reorientation that is not easy to get at short notice. The maxim I do, 
what you want me to do, as long as you do, what I want you to do that 
tacitly guides our conversations, is threatened if an offer is rejected 
openly and this rejection is perceived as a threat to one’s face. If such 
disagreement, in turn, gets rejected, a conflict is going to escalate, and 
it may end up dominating the whole situation. Furthermore, the con-
flict gets entrenched when parties begin to orient themselves to another 
complementary maxim that is only slightly different from the previous 
one: I don’t do what you want me to do, because you don’t do what I 

want you to do. Each party now attributes the fault to the other side 
and a preference for disagreement will give both of them a new stable 
orientation. As long as the parties cannot move themselves to agree on 
their disagreements, isolate them, simply forget about them, or at least 
pretend to have forgotten about them, conflict will prevail and often 
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escalate by making the parties look out for further topics to fight about 
and by attempting to draw others into the conflict (for this communica-
tion-based view of social conflicts see Luhmann 1995: chapter 9). 

But conflicts may also be sought on purpose. Discriminating 
against others for whatever reasons—and conflict, once started, will 
quickly provide good reasons—might serve as, or appear to be, a cost-
ly signal, precisely by cutting off options for making further contact 
with the discriminated. This is something not everyone can afford, 
and, once begun, it commits those who started it. There is no easy go-
ing back. It thereby might allow for more trust and better organization 
among those engaged in discrimination compared to those who are 
discriminated againt, and, should the latter already be ahead, it might 
be time to keep up with them (Posner 2000). Asymmetries might arise 
even in a completely homogeneous population. Adopting a maxim 
from Goffman, one could say: it is not man (and we may add: tribes, 
nations or cultures) and their moments, but rather moments and their 
men. But, however arbitrarily started, conflicts will soon have their 
own histories and parties will attach labels to each other and frame the 
situation in mutually incompatible ways. 

Though few would agree with the Communist Manifesto of Marx 
and Engels in seeing the history of mankind as a history of class war, 
many conflicts are asymmetrical from their very beginnings. But there 
exist also others where social segments fight each other on a more or 
less equal footing. But then again, even though outsiders to the conflict 
might observe reciprocity between the parties, to the parties them-
selves the situations might appear inherently asymmetrical, with one’s 
own position privileged and the other’s denied recognition and re-
spectability. In both cases, if the conflict is not resolved by the victory 
of one of the two parties, a third force intervention or mutual exhaus-
tion, it will continue and become a part of, or even a constitutive ele-
ment in each party’s self-understanding. 

As John Austin, following Herder and Humboldt, pointed out, lan-
guage embodies all the distinctions men have found worth drawing, 
and connections they have found worth making, in the lifetimes of 

many generations (Austin 1970: 182). One needs not be a conservative 
to appreciate how much wisdom we inherit almost unthinkingly simp-
ly by growing up as language-using animals amidst traditions and all 
the extras that come with reading, writing and doing math with pencil 
and paper: nowadays college students may calculate faster than our 
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ancient philosophers. The languages we have learned to speak direct 
our attention, enrich and differentiate our sensibilities, instincts and 
desires, and also unburden our thinking; words come to us easily. Fer-
dinand Saussure spoke of language in terms of system and structure. 
He took inspiration from the new for his time marginalist equilibrium 
economics, notably from Leon Walras, and thought that signs are con-
stituted by relating a signifying sound to a signified thought or image 
(Piaget 1971). Signs, according to Saussure, get their specific meaning 
only in relation to other such signs formed in the same manner, just as 
the price of some product or service seems to be determined by the 
demand and supply for that specific product only in relation to the de-
mand and supply for all other services and products. Just as a specific 
price vector balances supply and demand, a specific sign system 
matches the universe of signifiers with the universe of signified. The 
value indicated by some price is determined by all the other prices, just 
like the value of a certain sign is determined by the summary value of 
all others. 

How could such balance and harmony come about? Leon Walras 
invented a central auctioneer, who collected all the information needed 
and then determined the price vector where supply and demand would 
meet. Trade was only allowed to begin after all prices had been deter-
mined. As for Ferdinand Saussure, he was not bothered much by the 
question of how the whole system might be set up in the first place: 
similar to equilibrium economists, structural linguistics downplayed 
the part played by each individual language user. In passing we should 
mention that another contemporary of Saussure, namely Emile Durk-
heim, while trying to establish sociology as an academic discipline, 
conceived society and its collective representations in similarly static 
terms. All three scholars departed from two complementary assump-
tions, namely that the system was already in balance and that the im-
pact of a single individual was negligible. Thus equilibrium econo-
mists saw no need for bargaining, haggling or strategizing; structural 
linguists thought that speech (parole) did not affect language (langue), 
and Durkheim felt that individual performances were directed by our 
supposedly collective representations and close to incapable of sub-
verting them. 

But if everything is related to everything else, there is no leeway 
for change, and as price systems, sign systems and systems of collec-
tive representation incarnate perfect matches between signifiers and 
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signified, there is no need for change, so to speak, from below. Stick-
ing to these assumptions despite the fact that the world does not live 
up to these ideals, the disciples of Walras, Saussure and Durkheim 
were forced to take a normative stance: equilibrium economists polem-
icized against market-interventions, structural linguists fumed at the 
apparent prison-house of language and often elaborately embraced si-
lence and the unspoken; and some Durkheimians tacitly began culti-
vating some reactionary ritualism, continuing by culturalist means the 
spiritual agenda of the French 19th century restoration thinkers that al-
ready inspired Durkheim in the first place. 

There are interesting parallels to these intellectual developments, 
but we should not let them distract us much further, as it does not take 
much to see that there is less perfection and more fragmentation and 
complexity in our vocabulary and economy, than Saussure, Durkheim 
and Walras allowed for. Wherever there is a structure, there are struc-
tural holes, and these leave room for maneuvers involving trial and 
error; prices do change due to human intervention, and languages vary 
due to human invention or neglect. How do such admittedly blind var-
iations get selected locally in order to possibly spread later on? And 
what are the localities or arenas they might take off from? Economists 
quickly identified oligopoly problems, problems of bargaining, and 
speculative bubbles. Sociologists began to scrutinize the interactional 
subtleties alongside the larger social consequences of labeling process-
es and socialization, and became more sensitive to the negotiation of 
social order at the shop floor level as they sought for explanations of 
inertia or even sudden collapse of larger institutional complexes. Lin-
guists and discourse analysts began to differentiate between different 
areas, fields, discourses or sublanguages more or less isolated from 
each other and evolving independently, identified key-terms, analyzed 
contested concepts, processes of change and substitution, convention-
alization and fossilization; more recently, they began to look at the mi-
crostructure of conversations and the local inventiveness of partici-
pants and engaged themself in the performance of deconstruction, or 
recommended an ironic subversion of the status quo. 
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III CONCEPTS AND THEIR HISTORICAL CONTEXTS: 
IDENTIFYING ANACHRONISMS AS A 

 JANUS-FACED ENDEAVOR 
 
Conceptual history and social history, the history of ideas and the his-
tory of events complement each other but can hardly be reduced to one 
another in either direction. A pure history of ideas, as it is often asso-
ciated with the works of Arthur Lovejoy, is an impossible project for 
most modern researchers, though it might still be thought feasible 
where the complex of ideas under investigation consists in a cosmos 
closed onto itself which most probably presupposes that it is an entire-
ly bookish tradition (see e.g. Grant 1981). Likewise a purely material-
ist social history disregarding the self-reflexivity of its object-domain 
has been abandoned by the majority of modern scholars. The material-
ist critique of ideology already tacitly indicates this failure and con-
denses it into a performative contradiction, unless economic determin-
ism is taken to work in the long run only, with plenty of room for aber-
rations and false consciousness. 

Our social expectations do not necessarily match our upcoming 
experiences, and equilibrium is not necessarily reached. As such, it 
almost never comes instantly, and it may well be that it never comes: 
as we stumble forward, we can be happy that we do not fall too often 
and too hard. Should the expectations we have and conceptually ar-
ticulate fit the events occurring to us in a perfect fashion, we may 
characterize such a situation as being in equilibrium. It is only in such 
a case that we would have neither cause nor reason to revise our ex-
pectations. If our concepts give us a sufficiently tight grasp on reality, 
no one should have an incentive for revising commonly held notions, 
or at least no one should succeed in disturbing the established balance. 
Up until now, however, history has been more of a stumbling forward, 
and the equilibria we had were interim solutions at best, though in 
some cases holding for many generations. The vocabulary we inherited 
and employ to arrange our affairs may at times be outdated (which we 
usually notice only in retrospect), and it might easily mislead us in un-
derstanding our current situation. For the same reason our current vo-
cabulary does not necessarily fit historical periods that have long 
passed. Social evolution and conceptual traditions and innovations 
need not be perfectly aligned. 
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In his book on the 18th Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte Marx took the 
mickey out of his hero by showing that Bonaparte, in order to install 
himself in the highest office, was forced to rely—for the lack of better 
alternatives—on a mode of self-fashioning already outdated at his 
time, just as Luther used to imitate Saint Paul and the protagonists of 
the French Revolution attempted to alternatively revive Roman repub-
licanism and the cult of Roman emperors. Nowadays, research in his-
torical semantics is at least in part inspired by driving out the inverse 
of such anachronistic misfits, criticizing the application of concepts 
adapted to our current situation to understand a past where different 
circumstances have prevailed. However, supplying concepts with a 
time index, as we will see shortly, can be a mixed blessing. 

One of the principal works that lead to the introduction of histori-
cal semantics in German history curriculums was Otto Brunner’s Land 
and Lordship: Structures of Governance in Medieval Austria (Brunner 
1992), which first appeared in 1939. Brunner, who later, along with 
Werner Conze and Reinhart Koselleck, was one of the founders and 
editors of the path-breaking encyclopedia Fundamental Concepts in 
History, criticized in his book the prevalent discussion of late medieval 
polity in terms that only became common during the 19th century, i.e. 
in terms of the modern state, which resulted in missing and miscon-
struing certain central features of medieval Europe and portraying me-
dieval polity and social order as a primitive anarchy. Instead, Brunner 
proposed historians to attempt understanding of their objects of study 
in terms prevailing at their times, and arrived as a result at a much 
more harmonious and orderly concept of late-medieval Austria to 
which we will come back later. 

But Brunner’s own terminology itself soon proved to have been 
anachronistic and slowly turned out of fashion after the war. Brunner, 
of course, went with the flow and, without giving up much, rephrased 
his former Volksgeschichte as a structural history—the term that since 
has become ubiquitous. Brunner was convinced that one should ap-
proach social reality justas Schmitt repeatedly argued by identifying its 
concrete order, not by relying on artificially set up terminology and 
positivist legal abstractions. This insistence to be as true as possible to 
the hard facts and the ways they relate to each other is surely com-
mendable. But what could be recommended to a historian should not 
necessarily serve as guidance to a lawyer. After the Second World War 
broke out, Schmitt became increasingly concerned with the question of 
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how the different political orders that we know of correlate with cer-
tain weapon technologies allowing them to occupy certain territories 
and control the sea or even the airspace. The modern nation-state, he 
felt, should already be seen as a thing of the past. Confronted with 
worldwide markets and global competitors, it could no longer control 
and navigate its own socio-economic life. For those like Schmitt and 
Brunner it was therefore only natural that the dawn of a new spatial 
order had to be articulated in new, tangible concepts. The supposedly 
mutual relation between protection and obedience that Brunner and 
Schmitt thought to be constitutive for political order, had to be refor-
mulated with reference to larger territories that Nazi-Germany was just 
about to conquer. After its defeat, though, the problem, although still 
not very well articulated, remained. Today no one would deny that, 
while history has advanced beyond the confines of the nation-state, we 
still lack a proper vocabulary to handle this new situation. This brief 
inquiry into some of the contexts of Brunner’s work was meant to raise 
our awareness of ambivalences and side effects, intended or not, that 
are inherent in every criticism of anachronisms. 

In Britain, the misguiding and potentially blinding impact of the 
anachronistic use of concepts and the dangers stemming from neglect-
ing their specific historical contexts, began to be reflected upon just 
about the same time, and latter set the stage for the arrival of the so-
called Cambridge School of Political Thought. We would like to men-
tion here only three authors that in quite different ways shaped this ar-
rival, namely Robin George Collingwood, Lewis Bernstein Namier, 
and Peter Laslett. In his influential and much read autobiography the 
British philosopher, archeologist, and historian of Roman Britain Rob-
in George Collingwood wondered whether Plato’s Republic and 
Hobbes’ Leviathan should be taken to represent just two different theo-
ries of the same thing (Collingwood 1939: 67). He answered in the 
negative: Plato’s Republic is an attempt at a theory of one thing; 

Hobbes’s Leviathan an attempt at a theory of something else (Col-
lingwood 1939: 62). Plato and Hobbes wrote about different things, 
considered different things to be possible and desirable in terms of 
their social organization, and asked themselves different questions: 
indeed, the ancient polis was one thing and the absolutist state another. 
To conceptualize the Athens of Pericles according to the parameters of 
the modern or early modern state might therefore amount to no more 
than logical bluff, of which Collingwood accused his opponents. To 
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rethink the thoughts, as Collingwood had it, of Plato or Hobbes, one 
needs to take off the conceptual blinkers of one’s own time. Colling-
wood’s scathing attack at the history of ideas, however, made compar-
isons across time and space look like a vain endeavor. 

At about the same time the historian Lewis Bernstein Namier, hav-
ing been attracted by the sociology of elites of Vilfredo Pareto whose 
lectures he had attended before emigrating to the United Kingdom and 
becoming a British subject, had been working on the composition of 
the Parliament of Great Britain and particularly on the individual ca-
reers and biographies of its members during the late 18th century. Na-
mier’s impact on the history of ideas is mainly negative, but that does 
not diminish his relevance. He convincingly refuted the idea, prevalent 
among most of his contemporaries, that 18th century politics was al-
ready the party politics where Tories and Whigs confronted each other. 
Instead, Namier showed, that local interests and universal corruption, 
(which he took to be a mark of English freedom and independence, 
since, as he pointed out no one bribes, where he can bully) could ex-
plain the careers and voting records of parliamentarians much better 
(Namier 1961). His dissolution of collective categories, ideals and ide-
as has become known as namerization and the verb to namerize has 
even been added to the Oxford English Dictionary. Reducing ideas to 
mere window-dressing hiding away the question of cui bono, he might 
have anticipated revisionist historiography long before it got its name. 
But he also made us much more alert to the fact that our concepts and 
what they refer to should not be trusted blindly and taken for granted. 
Battling against Namier, Herbert Butterfield has shown a way to do 
intellectual history without being a Whig. 

Historian of the next generation, Peter Laslett discovered the li-
brary of John Locke. He was able to show that Locke’s Two Treaties 
on Government could not have been written to legitimize the Glorious 
Revolution, as it was commonly assumed, but were already put on pa-
per ten years before the event. This discovery was obviously difficult 
to top, but in the preface Laslett wrote to his 1960 edition of Locke, he 
also provided the impetus for the Cambridge School of Political 
Thought for which the names of John Pocock and Quentin Skinner 
stand in. Taking into account Collingwood’s idealistic individualism, 
Namier’s attempt to substitute local detail for conceptual generaliza-
tions, and Laslett’s lucky discovery placing Locke’s Treaties into a 
new context, one could have already expect the conceptual historians 



22 | KAY JUNGE 

of the Cambridge School to pay closer attention to individual biog-
raphies and textual reconstructions, working at a greater distance from 
social history (let alone such notions as class) and being more averse 
to explicit generalizations and abstract conceptual schemes, then their 
German colleagues working in the field of historical semantics. And so 
it turned out to be. However, in retrospect, we can also identify a num-
ber of larger agendas in and political affinities and implications of 
their research: for Skinner, that would probably be the recovery of 
Roman rhetoric and the contextual reconfiguration of our notion of 
liberty, and in case of Pocock one should speak of saving from oblivi-
on the classical republicanism in English and Anglo-American politi-
cal thought with its stress on the active citizenship. 

This difference of foci does not necessarily put the Cambridge 
scholars at odds with their German counterparts. Compared with 19th 
century attempts at the history of ideas, the research done since the 
Second World War has become much more specific. General accounts 
of the spirit of certain times and places seem to be a thing of the past, 
with the exception, perhaps, of books written for non-academic audi-
ences. Among other things, this change is due to a methodological in-
novation. Both Koselleck’s attempt to link the space of experience 
with the horizon of expectations and his observation that in the modern 
world historical knowledge ceased to be a guide for the future reworks 
Hegel’s model of the origin and the future drifting apart as a constitu-
tive factor of the modern age. In a similar vein, Arnold Toynbee’s fa-
mous schema of challenge and response was invented in part to sal-
vage whatever was still considered valuable in the older philosophies 
of history. However, it was Collingwood’s metaphorical use of the 
question-answer scheme that furnished the history of ideas with the 
new precision needed to release it from the clutches of idealist histori-
ography. 

By relying on this schema, the Cambridge scholars could establish 
and maintain the distance needed not only from Leo Strauss’s notion 
of a timeless and disembodied canon of political ideas, but also from 
the pure history of again quasi-Platonic eternal ideas for which Arthur 
O. Lovejoy was said to stand. Arnoldo Momigliano makes clear what 
was at stake here by associating Lovejoy with the polemics against 
Margoliouth, who had the reputation of believing in the existence of 
thirty Indo-European Ur-jokes from which all others were said to be 
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derived, noting that Lovejoy had not considered the number of Ur-

ideas to be much greater than that (Momigliano 1977: 6). 
In the German scholarly discourse, the attempts to understand 

changes and transformations of ideas as responses to specific questions 
or challenges which the actors initiating such changes felt obliged, re-
spectively, to answer or respond, was mainly associated with the work 
of Hans Georg Gadamer. Understanding something in this context 
means understanding it as an answer to a question. But it was Hans 
Blumenberg, who later on has refurbished intellectual history by inno-
vatively applying to it this question-answer scheme. Questions that 
once have provoked certain answers might disappear from view, no 
longer be regarded as challenging or even be forgotten. But we might 
still have the answers at hand and therefore start seeking new problems 
to apply them to. If Christianity offers salvation, it’s got some explain-
ing to do: salvation from what? And so, to answer this question, one 
may have to invent eternal sin. It is not only that questions ask for an-
swers, it is also that answers seek to be adopted by questions in order 
to remain intelligible or become intelligible again. The logic of ques-
tion and answer must be conceived of as identifying a relation that is 
variable on both ends.2 With this newly acquired flexibility Blumen-
berg could argue for the Legitimacy of the Modern Age (Blumenberg 
1983), showing that modernity was not an illegitimate child of reli-
gion, and that those who denied its legitimacy, who thought its self-
assertion and piecemeal progress ill founded, and asked instead for 
absolute foundations, foundations which only theology could offer, 
suffered from an intellectual hangover of a bypassed age. Blumenberg 
has demonstrated the secularization thesis to be an anachronism, and 
argued that the burdening canon of questions that the theologically in-
spired anti-modernists wanted to be answered and which made them 
willy-nilly turn into reactionaries, could be handled fare more flexibly 
and—at least in part—be dispensed with. 

Of course, not everybody agreed: Koselleck, for instance, did not, 
although he refrained from either arguing with Blumenberg or defend-
ing his opponents. Those asymmetrical concepts in which he was in-

                                           

2  It should be mentioned in passing, that what Blumenberg did to Carl 

Schmitt, Erik Voegelin and Karl Löwith, Niklas Luhmann did to Talcott 

Parsons by inserting contingency into the structuralist premises of the lat-

ter’ approach. 
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terested most seemed all to have Christian pedigree, and insisting on 
their understanding as secularized variants of older religious notions 
was meant to baffle those who, like Cold War protagonists or the 
emerging New Left, according to Koselleck kept sticking to them in 
various ways, knowingly or (more often) unknowingly. Discriminating 
against the notions they held to be products of secularization, of 
course, may by itself be seen as an application of an asymmetrical 
counter-concepts. 

Indeed, some historians, or for that matter, cultural sociologists 
may be seen to employ asymmetrical counter-concepts. But maybe 
they shouldn’t. Among the most conspicuous conceptual pairs of ques-
tionable value one could name the popular distinction between myth 
and reason surviving under various, mostly structuralist, culturological 
or psychoanalytic guises. Its asymmetry might surface in different 
ways. The most obvious one being this: While we in our classrooms 
discuss, compare and reflect on different mythical constructions, we 
often at the same time assume that our sources were incapable of doing 
so, blindly believing in their narratives. Paul Veyne and, more elabo-
rately, Hans Blumenberg have questioned such assumptions: myths, as 
long as they have not been transformed into dogma by political institu-
tions, have always been contested, discussed, amended, improved, 
mixed with other accounts and in parts forgotten. But we don’t know 
for sure. The real surprise, brought to us by the ethnographical re-
search in oral cultures is that certain epic accounts survive at all in an 
identifiable fashion. What we might be inclined to classify as different 
archetypes, Blumenberg sees as products of selection brought about by 
thousands of years of storytelling, i.e. as the results of optimization 
(Blumenberg 1985, see in particular the again excellent introduction 
by Wallace). It is not some archetypical imagination that shaped our 
mythic pantheon, but a Darwinism of words, as Blumenberg puts it, a 
selection process for which the reactions of the audience were central, 
and that accounts for their shape, complexity and eventually achieved 
resonance. This shift in focus from content to the medium and the in-
stitutions of transmission was got further support from research in an-
thropology, particularly the works of such contemporary anthropolo-
gists as Jack Goody and Fredrik Barth. Goody, working on different 
recordings of the Ladagaa myth of the Bagre, found out that they were 
quite distinct in what they related, and suggested therefore to put more 
stress on the relevance of creative variation and imagination in pre-
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dominantly oral cultures, and be more skeptical about the assumed 
constants in the structuralist and functionalist accounts of myth 
(Goody 2010). Likewise, Fredrik Barth (1990) opined that the oral tra-
ditions of knowledge prevalent in those few simple societies for which 
we have reliable records, and in particularly the ones that rely on se-
crecy should be seen as highly distributed, fragmented, diversified, 
fluid and fragile systems. A closer look at the mechanics of communi-
cation and its carriers, their social organization and the processes of 
competition among them, tells us more about knowledge (re)generat-
ed, varied and passed to the next generation than any thick description 
of archetypes, in which constitutive role modern tourists are made to 
believe (Hobart 2000). Nevertheless, the emphasis on the means of 
communication and institutional reproduction will not necessarily en-
danger the counter-concept of culture in general: rather, it will allow 
for scrutinizing and perhaps putting into question its explanatory ubiq-
uity. 

 
 

IV CONCEPTS AND THEIR COUNTER-CONCEPTS: 
RATIFICATION AND ASYMMETRY 

 
The approach promoted in this preface is to see concepts coming in 
pairs from their very beginning (even if the specific parts of each dis-
tinction are not always clearly marked from the start), rather than treat-
ing them as isolated phenomena which are paired or otherwise contex-
tualized only by researchers if the need arises.3 It is pairs of concepts 
giving profile to each other that we will focus on. Their mutuality, dia-
lectics or (to put it in Buddhist terms) dependent co-origination has 
been observed and discussed for a very long time: one could mention, 
for instance, the fragments of pre-Socratic philosophers in the West, or 
the treaties of Nagarjuna in the East. The interest in these matters re-
gained a new intensity among German idealists, only to fall again into 
oblivion after their heyday. (Perhaps such poets and philosophers as 
William Blake and Johann Friedrich Herbart, or Ralph Waldo Emer-
son with his nice pairings of essays on love and on friendship or on 
heroism and on prudence respectively, deserve to be mentioned here, 

                                           

3  An alternative to this approach is explored by Kirill Postoutenko (see arti-

cles below). 
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too). A more focused interest in relational concept generation was only 
articulated in the last century. Especially students of law, with their 
more pragmatic approach, began reconsidering some of the fundamen-
tal legal concepts by identifying and relating them to their opposites 
and correlatives. Starting with Wesley Newcomb Hohfeld at Yale al-
ready before the First World War and ending with Norberto Bobbio’s 
work pursued until the end of the 20th century, Carl Schmitt entering 
the scene after the First World War was not alone in his attempts at 
counterbalanced concept formation, and neither was Koselleck picking 
up his work. 

As has been pointed out above, not everything in our semantic uni-
verse depends on everything else: most of our words and concepts are 
interrelated only in very, very indirect ways, having almost no influ-
ence on each other. Although learning all words and concepts from a 
dictionary would eventually make us run in circles, the entries we find 
in our dictionaries lay out very specific paths. Some words are just dif-
ferent and do not affect each other very much, whereas others’ are dis-
tinct, their meanings being distinguished by their implicit or explicit 
connections to their complements. They have relational meanings, i.e. 
each gets its specific meaning in contradistinction to other terms: 
brother is related to sister and parents, aunt related to uncle and neph-
ew, employer to employee etc. These words do not function as names 
for entities, but place things in contexts and in relations to each other. 
Some such words mark a relative, though perhaps calibrated, magni-
tude or intensity on some specific scale, for example, cold, warm, and 
hot; none, few, some, many, and all; or unhappy, not happy and happy. 
Other types of words have each a number of correlatives, like our kin-
ship vocabulary, and some also have historically specific antonyms. 
Liberal is opposed to conservative, idealism to materialism, myth to 
reason, democracy to dictatorship, public to private, right to duty, and 
liability to immunity.4 Although history of concepts traditionally deals 

                                           

4  The difference between graded or scalable differences and binary categori-

cal opposites has been elaborated first by Charles K. Ogden (1967), but the 

analysis of their use has greatly advanced since then (see the article of 

Lynne Murphy and Roberta Piazza in the present volume), gaining very 

much in depth and sophistication from the appearance of post-Griceian 

pragmatics, which is now part and parcel of every textbook in the field. 
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with the latter group only, the essays in this book take into account 
other groups, too. 

Words and concepts may often invoke certain situations or images, 
but they become specific only by being concatenated with other more 
abstract, more specific or plainly opposite concepts. It is only by their 
specific concatenations that they might be seen as mirroring reality. It 
is not reality that rejects the concepts we hold. Rather, this rejection 
takes place when, being offered other concepts that contradict the ones 
we hold, this makes us abandon the latter. It is new concepts that 
might make us revise our conceptual networks, and these are usually 
offered to us by others that reject our views. It is by such conflicts and 
competitions in front of different audiences that our conceptual 
frameworks or networks of beliefs might eventually mirror reality in 
more or less robust and viable ways, acceptable at least for those who 
are close to us or socially relevant for us, or whom we cannot avoid. 
Socially enforced reduction of dissonance is certainly central in the 
selection of concepts. Having finite computing capacities, we try hard 
not to contradict ourselves and avoid being driven into corners or 
made fools by some Dutch book gambit exploiting our inconsistent, 
i.e. non-transitive preferences that economic textbooks warn about. 
However, dissonances need not always be faced, and some contradic-
tions can be circumvented, concealed or tabooed instead of being ad-
dressed. Asymmetric concepts gain stability by discriminating against 
those who might be most inclined to contradict them. 

When one antonym is openly or tacitly substituted for another, the 
meaning of the concept it has formerly given profile to will also 
change. If we contrast the public to the private, the second word in this 
pair of antonyms has some legitimacy for us—at least today, in the 21st 
century. However, the situation would be quite different if we contrast 
open access to secrecy or sectarianism. If an ancient philosopher won-
dered about what was specific to a man, he would perhaps have sought 
for criteria that made humans different from other animals. Alterna-
tively, if a late medieval mystic were confronted with the same ques-
tion, he might have pointed out, I fancy, at his differences from God 
and angels. Finally, if the question were posed to us today, we might 
come forward with a list of features telling men from women. More 
examples may be helpful in precising the issue. Let us take a look at 
three apparently well entrenched and often contested concepts: skepti-
cism, competition and self-interest. What these concepts mean depends 
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very much on the discourse and the implied antonyms that lend them 
their specific profiles. If skepticism is contrasted with enthusiasm, it 
will appear in a different light than when contrasted to wisdom or 
common sense. Competition seems preferable to monopolization but 
might only be recommended with reservation as an alternative to soli-
darity and brotherly love, and it may not be the right ideology for at-
tracting blood donors. In its turn, self-interest looks perhaps narrow-
minded when opposed to public-spiritedness but appears quite healthy 
when compared with self-hatred, self-mortification, glory, conspicuous 
consumption, status display or paranoia. Stephen Holmes (1993) ob-
serves that the anti-liberal rhetoric of Carl Schmitt, Leo Strauss and 
many others is based on the tacit substitution of antonyms which 
makes any liberal look like our stereotypical liberals do today. How-
ever, one could also argue that this falsification of the opponent’s vo-
cabulary makes visible the latter’s conceptual blind spots. Our con-
cepts gain in profile, when we make their counter-concepts and correl-
atives explicit, and they get subverted when we replace the implicitly 
held antonyms by others. 

Most of us, I assume, would certainly prefer a situation when we 
had only to distinguish between friends and strangers, or friends and 
non-friends. To that Schmitt would respond that situations we find 
ourselves in are not always like this, and sticking to the harmoniously 
sounding way of partitioning your social world will only force you to 
label your enemies by some other word and classify them as criminals, 
outlaws, rogues, terrorists, or psychopaths. To get rid of them, or at 
least hold them at bay, you will not, of course, be obliged to engage in 
war. You will give your engagements a non-military label, even if oth-
ers are likely to perceive it as a cynical euphemism. The claims of 
“bringing peace”, “protecting human rights”, or “preventing crimes 
against humanity” may easily be suspected to serve as a blank check 
for legitimizing military intervention. But these formulas should not be 
debunked as mere pretexts: one does not necessarily have to cast sus-
picion on the motives of such interventions, which may well be sincere 
and as such deserve our moral approval. It would be more pertinent, 
however, to focus on the specific rhetorical gambit employed in such 
cases, i.e. substitution of antonyms. Those who claim to know only 
friends, are said to treat those they don’t know as criminals or psycho-
paths, and will thereby deny them the right to speak on an equal foot-
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ing.5 This in turn, according to Schmitt will put the pacifist (and later 
the reeducation engineer) at odds with his own self-image, making him 
more, rather than less, war-prone, since one can only make peace with 
an enemy, but not with a criminal or a psychopath. This all would have 
sounded more convincing for us today, and Schmitt’s reluctance to 
embrace the global pedagogical ambitions of the newly established 
League of Nations at the cost of the old, if idealized standards of inter-
national law could have earned more sympathy if Schmitt did not be-
come a Nazi shortly after having put his finger on the pacifist’s blind-
spot. 

The asymmetries that concern us here will be called into being ei-
ther when the statuses of the participants of a certain social setting 
begin to differ considerably, or when their statuses and interests, or 
what they take to be such, begin to appear to be mutually incompatible 
to them. Our institutions and professions are built upon the first type of 
asymmetry. The asymmetry between government and administration 
might serve as an example, or the asymmetries that hold between doc-
tor and patient, teacher and student, employer and employee. Sociolo-
gists call such relations complementary in contrast to the reciprocal 
relations connecting comrades, or teachers, or pupils, or neighbors, or 
friends respectively. Between reciprocally related equals, however, the 
probability of conflict seems higher, which constitute the second type 
of asymmetry (and there might, of course, also be mixed types). As the 
outcome of seemingly unimportant squabbles might be used as a prec-
edent for deciding more serious conflicts in the future, both sides are 
inclined to invest some energy even upon trifles (Gould 2003). Active-
ly engaging in such seemingly petty quarrels, advancing their partisan 
causes, legitimizing own positions with additional reasoning and ap-
peals to common values (as if the other party does not embrace them), 
the parties involved find it increasingly difficult to treat each other on 
an equal footing, creating mutually incompatible, asymmetrically ac-
centuated definitions of the situation. 

Both reciprocal and complementary relations get an additional 
twist when they are not ratified by all parties involved. A few exam-
ples will suffice: your neighbor treats you as a stranger; your govern-

                                           

5  The term footing referring to the status of social participation in encoun-

ters, social gatherings or larger, perhaps even anonymous context is bor-

rowed from Erving Goffman (1981). 
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ment holds you for a spy; a policeman pretends to be your friend; your 
husband demands money for doing the dishes; someone, having acci-
dentally overheard an intimate conversations, interferes with com-
ments on the issue; overall, those who are denied the right to speak 
because they lack logos, brain, culture, proper genes, purity, grab the 
floor and, worse, make themselves clear. In all these and similar cases 
the participation status of the parties involved is called into question 
and becomes contested. To be sure, these illustrations are mostly idio-
syncratic, but the last example refers to sets of situations which are 
homogeneous and general enough to result in consistent labeling of the 
factions involved: those branded by one party as terrorists could be 
defended by the other as patriots or freedom fighters, and the contemp-
tuous reference to crowds could be countered with a praise to people. 
The problem is that someone labeled terrorist, or relegated to the mob, 
would not be very much inclined to ratify this labeling. The use of 
asymmetrical counter-concepts entails addressing others in a disparag-
ing way, and the party referred to, despite its awareness of being ad-
dressed, does not consider itself properly recognized by this reference. 
This disapproval, in turn, is likely to result in antonymic substitution 
of the kind described above. The interpellation, to use Althusser’s 
term, might turn out to be not felicitous. It is here that counterconcepts 
become asymmetric. 

Similar to most Germans of his time and some European contem-
poraries (John Maynard Keynes is most frequently mentioned in this 
context), Carl Schmitt himself was disinclined to ratify the new 
asymmetries constitutive of the newly established international order 
after the First World War. Instead of making peace in accordance with 
the classical Ius Publicum Europaeum, the treaty of Versailles had es-
tablished a new discourse, new procedures, new hierarchies, and a new 
international order crowned by the League of Nations. The feeling that 
Germany was denied to speak on an equal footing with the other na-
tions at Versailles and instead was being treated as guilty for having 
apparently started the war, and consequently forced to deliver repara-
tion payments was what drove early Schmitt’s polemics. 

 
 




