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The “Saddle Period” and
the History of Concepts

—with a Discussion on Concepts from East Asia’s

Transitional Period

Fang Weigui
Abstract

The term “saddle period” that was introduced by Reinhart Koselleck
refers to the transitional period between early Modernity and the nineteenth
and twentieth century, i.e., the passage from pre-modernity to modernity.
Research of the history of concepts, which he regarded as both possible
and necessary, seeks to comprehend the modern world from a semantic
perspective. By pointing out the change in meaning of existing concepts,
Kosseleck sought to make evident the existence of a “saddle period”.
“Begriffsgeschichte” as pursued by the German School is closely connected
with social history. It pays attention to social reality and the changes it
undergoes, to the subjective experience of reality that is documented in
a given period, and to historical contexts. Modern concepts are not only
indicators of their time but factors that actively shape history; they contain

features such as temporalization, politicization, democratization and
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potential ideologization. The nineteenth century, marking the emergence
of globalization, brought profound transformation to East Asia as well. An
undeniable indication of Western influence and East Asian adaptation is
the transfer of concepts. In view of the “simultaneity of non-simultaneous
history” and the “non-simultaneity of simultaneous history” observable
during the East Asian period of transition, as well as the significance or
meaning attributable to the application of concepts, development of a
Comparative History of Concepts focusing on East Asia and a history of

key terms and their application is necessary.

Keywords: “Saddle Period”, Begriffsgeschichte, formation and features of

modern concepts, modernization of concepts in East Asia
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2 22 Il Reinhart Koselleck, Begriffsgeschichten: Studien zur Semantik und Pragmatik

der politischen und sozialen Sprache, 531-532.
** 2§ Hans Erich Bodeker, “Ausprigungen der historischen Semantik in den
historischen Kulturwissenschaften,” 14.
* Reinhart Koselleck, “Geschichte,” in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe.

Historisches Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland, Bd. 2, 595.
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** Heiner Schultz, “Begriffsgeschichte und Argumentationsgeschichte,” in
Historische Semantik und Begriffsgeschichte, ed. Reinhart Koselleck (Stuttgart:
Klett-Cotta, 1978), 45.
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Grundbegriffe der Neuzeit”, 81-99; Reinhart Koselleck, “Einleitung,” XIII-XXVII.

7 Carl Schmitt, Der Begriff des Politischen. Text von 1932 mit einem Vorwort und
drei Corollarien (Berlin: Duncker & Humblot, 1963), 31.
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* Reinhart Koselleck, Begriffsgeschichten: Studien zur Semantik und Pragmatik
der politischen und sozialen Sprache (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp), 2006.

* 2 Christopher Alan Bayly, The Birth of the Modern World, 1780-1914: Global
Connections and Comparisons (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2004).
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*' 221 Hans Erich Bodeker, “Reflexionen iiber Begriffsgeschichte als Methode,”
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** Reinhart Koselleck, “A Response to Comments on the Geschichtliche Grund-
begriffe,” 62; %522 i Hans Erich Bodeker, “Reflexionen iiber Begriffsgeschichte
als Methode,” 116.

*> Hans Erich Bodeker, “Reflexionen iiber Begriffsgeschichte als Methode,” 102, 106.
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