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JAROSLAV PÁNEK – ATTILA PÓK – TOMASZ SCHRAMM: 
State and Nation in History (Introduction to papers from the World 
Congress of Historians in Poznań)
This text discusses the extraordinary circumstances under which the follow-
ing seven studies on the problem of state and nation in world history and in 
contemporary historiography were written. In 2016, Polish, Czech, and 
Hungarian national committees of historians began preparing one of the 
three major themes for the XXIII International Congress of Historians in 
Poznań. The covid-19 pandemic forced a double postponement, from 2020 
to 2021 and then again to 2022, and the congress took place in a time of war 
and energy and financial crises.
The congress was very well organized, but the aforementioned external cir-
cumstances had an adverse effect on the participation of invited speakers, 
a large number of whom cancelled, thus it was necessary to improvise and 
find alternative solutions. The original program, which was devoted to the 
concept of states and peoples and encompassed all continents, was reduced 
to only Central and East-Central Europe, the three macroregions of Asia, 

https://doi.org/10.56514/cch.121.02.01



332XXIII International Congress
of Historical Sciences

and part of North America. However, the body of studies published here 
presents a wealth of new insights together with unconventional approaches 
while also offering a basis for broader discussion.

The XXIII International Congress of Historical Sciences in Poznań, which took 
place from 21 to 27 August 2022 at Adam Mickiewicz University, was different 
from all previous congresses in that it was the first to be held following a seven-year 
hiatus. Preparations were disrupted by the outbreak of the covid-19 pandemic, 
which initially led to the postponement of the event until the summer of 2021; 
however, as the pandemic situation persisted, multilateral consultations were un-
taken and the congress was further postponed until August 2022. In the meantime, 
Europe was facing an era of multiple crises, one that was not conducive to large in-
ternational meetings. Although discussions between the national committees and 
panel organizers included the possibility of an exclusively remote connection, the 
desire to hold the congress in person prevailed, with the proviso that those who 
could not come to Poznań would be able to participate online.

This two-year delay had a  considerably negative impact on the congress. 
Most of the originally registered participants gradually lost hope that it would be 
held at all and did not travel to Poznań. The same applied to many speakers who 
(after the first and especially after the second postponement) withdrew their 
presentations for various reasons and did not even opt to make use of the remote 
connection. Nevertheless, the Polish team succeeded in organizing the congress at 
a high level while maintaining its basic structure. At the forefront were three major 
themes, one of which was prepared by the Polish, Czech, and Hungarian national 
committees of historians: Towards a Balanced Historical Knowledge: State and Na-
tion in a Comparative Perspective – Paradigms of Investigation, Narratives, and Ex-
plications. 

The opportunity to discuss the topic arose on 23 and 24 September 2016, 
when the Polish organizers of the congress convened a meeting of invited histo
rians from Central and East-Central Europe in the spa town of Nałęczów in south-
eastern Poland. The Polish concept was geographically generous and was based on 
the idea of the Intermarium, an area between the Baltic Sea and Black Sea, which 
was reflected in the selection of invited guests from countries ranging from Estonia 
to Bulgaria. Nonetheless, the discussion showed that the three aforesaid national 
committees of historians were particularly eager to cooperate on the major theme.
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The Czech and Hungarian committees nominated Jaroslav Pánek (Institute 
of History, Czech Academy of Sciences, Prague) and Attila Pók (Research Centre 
for the Humanities, Hungarian Academy of Sciences, Budapest) as their respective 
representatives, while the Polish historians were initially represented by Anna 
Ziębińska-Witek (Maria Curie-Skłodowska University, Lublin), who, however, re-
signed from this role on 15 October 2017, after which her duties were selflessly 
taken up by Tomasz Schramm (Adam Mickiewicz University, Poznań), the main 
organizer of the congress. His contribution was important in overcoming all the 
obstacles that would arise in the following years.

At meetings in Cracow, Poznań, Warsaw, and Olomouc and in several years 
of correspondence, scientific ambitions were gradually reconciled with real possi-
bilities. The ambitious program consisted of an attempt to prepare the basis for 
a global comparison, to organize one or two preparatory conferences and, based on 
them, compile a  comprehensive publication of analytical studies. In Poznań in 
2020, the entire project was to be completed with a comparative discussion on the 
specificity and interpretative possibilities of those parts of the world that play only 
a marginal or negligible role in the construction of global history. Geographically, 
the following macroregions were chosen: Central and East-Central Europe (in 
confrontation with Western Europe), Muslim North Africa, sub-Saharan Africa, 
South America, the Indian subcontinent, the Far East (or China and Japan sepa-
rately), and the former British dominions of Australia and Canada.

Once the essence of the topic had been formulated in the subtitle Multieth-
nic Empires and the Origins of National States, the Czech National Committee of 
Historians issued an interrogatory outlining the basic questions that the speakers 
from the individual macroregions were to focus on and, if possible, shed more light 
on. These were as follows: the geopolitical situation of the macroregion; nation and 
language; national consciousness as a factor in the formation of states; the concep-
tion and teaching of one’s own history as an instrument of historical politics; the 
function of religion; the role of wars in the construction and destruction of state-
hood; economic and financial factors; elites and ideologies in relation to the state; 
social factors and their integrative and disintegrative effects; the role of continuity 
and discontinuity of institutions; and symbols in the existence of nation-states and 
empires.

From the outset, it was obvious that this was a maximalist program, the full 
realization of which would require at least a multiyear project involving historians 
from many countries around the world. However, the primary aim of this topic was 
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to map out a preliminary framework in which more work could be done at a later 
time. An indication of the possibilities of intercontinental cooperation was to be 
provided by a preparatory conference that would pose similar questions regarding 
marginalized regions in Europe, not only in Central, East-Central, and South
eastern Europe but also in Western Europe (Scandinavia, Scotland, Ireland, Cata-
lonia).

Unfortunately, various administrative and financial obstacles would eventu-
ally render the relatively advanced preparations of the conference Nation, Natio
nality, and State in European History, which was scheduled to take place at the 
renaissance castle in Pardubice in May 2019, unsuccessful. This did not, however, 
have a direct impact on the Poznań congress. Much more serious were obstacles 
arising from later developments. Shifts due to the pandemic and uncertainty about 
the congress led to the withdrawal of most of the speakers who had promised to 
attend on the original date. In this situation, efforts were made to salvage the major 
theme by negotiating with other historians who had worked on similar issues. Most 
of the non-European speakers dropped out, and the panel was saved by historians 
from Central Europe and the USA.

A meeting focusing on the major topic, Towards a  Balanced Historical 
Knowledge: State and Nation in a  Comparative Perspective, was held in the New 
Scene Hall in the Imperial Castle in the centre of Poznań on 22 and 23 August 
2022. The opening and closing parts of the meeting were chaired by host Tomasz 
Schramm, the second part of the lectures and discussion were led by Jaroslav Pánek, 
and the third part of the lectures was overseen by Attila Pók. 

The session corresponded to the fact that its preparation was – to put it with 
the classics – a special historia calamitatum. After two annual postponements and 
the replacement of most of the speakers, the program was reduced, and the the-
matic coherence of the papers was weakened. Nevertheless, several valuable works 
in general history were produced on this basis, which we are now publishing in the 
form of standard studies in The Czech Historical Review – Český časopis historický. 
Each of these is of value in itself. Taken as a whole, they invite further comparison 
and, moreover, may recall an original intention that will hopefully interest younger 
historians in the preparation of a future congress.

After several changes in personnel, Konrad Jarausch (University of North 
Carolina, USA) took over the introductory lecture, addressing the issue of the na-
tion in a Euro-American perspective with regard to the ongoing memory wars. He 
elaborated the breadth of themes in which the conflict between scientific know



335121 | 2023 J. Pánek – A. Pók – T. Schramm 

ledge and the emotional recollection and experience of history takes place. At the 
same time, he suggested that the theme of the nation in the postcolonial period is 
taking on a much broader context than before, including in light of the enormous 
demographic changes in the world that are creating objective pressure to rethink 
the history of nations, Europe, and Western civilization.

Hans Henning Hahn (Carl von Ossietzky-University, Oldenburg, Germa-
ny) summarized the basic lines of the emergence of states in European history as 
a process of territorial merging into empires or, on the contrary, the separation of 
regions from empires. In interpreting these processes, he finds a strong pressure of 
stereotypes, including colonial discourse, manifested in the Western European 
view of the smaller nations of Central and Eastern Europe. In the early modern 
creation of empires, which has been applied to the entire history of smaller nations, 
he finds a basis for underestimating them and for the stereotypical assumption that 
they are incapable of creating a lasting statehood.

Petr Vorel (University of Pardubice, Czechia) turns his attention to the 
deeper past, to the turn of the Middle Ages and the early modern period, and dis-
putes the widespread view that nation-states in Europe are the result of develop-
ments in the nineteenth century. He analyses the complex development of the 
Holy Roman Empire between the consolidation of the multiethnic empire under 
emperor Charles IV (with Germanic, Romance, and Slavic populations) and the 
crisis in the second half of the fifteenth century, which led – for economic and po-
litical reasons – to the territorial contraction of the Holy Roman Empire of the 
German Nation on a national basis. He uses Czech and Italian sources to illustrate 
the nation-building role of language and the fact that as early as in the sixteenth 
century there was a clear definition of the nation and the nation-state as a generally 
beneficial form of administering public affairs.

In the articles published here, Asian issues have become an equal counterpart 
to Euro-American issues. Contrary to the original intention, the Poznań congress 
panel unfortunately failed to implement the intended contributions depicting the 
situation of Africa, South and Central America, and Australia. This was partly com-
pensated for with four studies focusing on large regions of the Asian continent. 
Their common denominator was an emphasis on the necessity to respect the speci
fics of individual regions and civilizational circles, as well as historiographical ap-
proaches different from Western concepts of nation and state in history.

László Csicsmann (Szechenyi University, Győr, Hungary) focused on the 
area of Mashrek and analysed the development of the local historiography with 
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regard to the issues of state-building and nation-building. In the political and social 
context of the macroregion between Egypt and Iraq, the Western concept of the 
nation-state had no important place until the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, as 
collective identities were based on religious and tribal criteria. In the twentieth and 
twenty-first centuries, however, new trends in historiography emerged and reflect-
ed the rivalry between pan-Arab and state nationalism, the influences of quasi-libe
ralism, royalism, socialism, radical nationalism, and ultimately the Arab revolu-
tions. Although a professional historiography has emerged in Arab countries, the 
control of historical narratives on nation and state by the ruling regimes has re-
mained a characteristic feature.

Stefan Tanaka (University of California San Diego, USA) turns to the Far 
East and argues that the interpretation of the tendency towards the development of 
the nation-state as developed in European or Western historiography is unaccept-
able for Japan, for example. The effort to write a national history there led to at-
tempts to overcome the stigma of the East or the Orient and, consequently, to ideo-
logical support for Japan’s imperial mission. He sees intellectual efforts to prob-
lematize history and chronological time, replacing it with multiple time and 
acknowledging the heterogeneity of world development as a way out of this trap.

The article by Jan Kieniewicz (Warsaw University, Poland) goes beyond the 
topic of specific states and nations, but nevertheless addresses the problem of the 
position of big and small state and national subjects in history and subsequently in 
historiography. The author draws on general system theory and applies it to the 
process of the creation of multiethnic empires and the emergence of nation-states 
both in the Indian Ocean region and in the area of East-Central Europe between 
the Baltic Sea and the Black Sea (the Intermarium). He proposes a new paradigm 
of research in line with complexity thinking that would emphasize relations of co-
operation rather than competition. Within such a  conception, emphasis can be 
placed on global networks that linked stationary communities into systems that 
were not based on the principle of domination and subordination but on mutual 
complementarity.

Michal Tomášek (Charles University, Prague, Czechia) provides a  truly 
transcontinental view of the history of interrelations and influences between peo-
ples and states in Europe and Asia. His extensive article is based on comprehensive 
research into the legal systems of the states of Europe and the Far East. He sheds 
light on the extent to which China, Japan, Vietnam, Korea, and other East Asian 
states at the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries were able and willing to 
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adopt elements of modern European law (but also US and Soviet law after World 
War II) and how they incorporated it into their own legal cultures. These legal 
transplants influenced the social and political conditions there, and contributed to 
the formation of Asian multinational empires.

We present seven studies that were written in the context of the XXIII In-
ternational Congress of Historical Sciences in Poznań and that deal with the con-
cepts of state and nation – mainly in Europe and Asia, partly also in North Ameri-
ca – in modern and contemporary historiography. The individual authors approach 
the problem of state and nation from very different and mostly nontraditional per-
spectives, thus bringing new and stimulating aspects to the subject. We are aware 
that this is an extremely broad topic that cannot be exhausted in this publication or 
several others. Nevertheless, we are also convinced that the topic of nations and 
states is fundamental and that its importance has further increased throughout the 
early 2020s. We therefore believe that the publication of these articles can enrich 
the international debate on the contemporary world in the parallel processes of 
globalization and new regionalization.
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Stát a národ v dějinách 
(Úvodem k příspěvkům ze světového kongresu historiků 

v Poznani)

JAROSLAV PÁNEK – Attila PÓK – Tomasz SCHRAMM

Úvodní stať pojednává o mimořádných okolnostech, za jakých vzniklo následují-
cích sedm studií o problematice státu a národa v dějinách světa a v současné histo-
riografii. Polský, Český a Maďarský národní komitét historiků připravovaly od roku 
2016 jedno ze tří hlavních témat pro XXIII. mezinárodní kongres historiků v Po-
znani. Pandemie Covidu-19 si vynutila dvojí odklad (z roku 2020 na 2021 a potom 
2022), navíc kongres probíhal v době válečné, energetické a finanční krize. 

Kongres byl zorganizován velmi důstojně, ale zmíněné vnější okolnosti měly 
nepříznivý dopad na účast referentů, a to i v případě tématu, jež bylo soustředěno 
k úloze státu a národa v minulosti obecně a v historiograficky marginalizovaných 
makroregionech zvláště. Velká část z původně očekávaných referentů odvolala svou 
účast na kongresu, proto bylo nutné improvizovat a hledat náhradní řešení. Původ-
ní velkoryse koncipovaný program, který měl pojednat o všech kontinentech, se 
zredukoval na střední a středovýchodní Evropu, tři makroregiony Asie (navíc i na 
evropsko-asijskou komparaci) a částečně na Severní Ameriku. 

Nicméně soubor zde vydaných studií přináší vedle množství nových poznat-
ků i netradiční přístupy a nabízí základnu pro širší diskusi.


