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Paths to Central Europe’s Rural Past 

 

Maria Papathanassiou 

National and Kapodistrian University of Athens 

 

In historians’ minds, the concepts of “centre” and “periphery” have been largely identified 

with Immanuel Wallerstein’s work. His centre-periphery, or rather centre-semiperiphery-

periphery, model of the world economy over historical time1 has been widely evoked and 

often applied by historians seeking to interpret long-lasting socio-economic processes and 

structural relations between different large-scale geographical regions. Furthermore, his 

model can be fruitfully used as an interpretive historical tool in other proportional ways, for 

example when working on medium- or small-scale geographical regions, or when focusing 

on the political, social and cultural, rather than on the economic, aspects of history.  

But the concepts “centre” and “periphery” themselves can, as I see it, also be used 

loosely when dealing with the history of historiography, with the questions put, the topics 

examined, the methods applied and the sources used by historians in different time periods, 

places and academic communities. Questions, topics, methods and sources, which are all 

closely interrelated with one another, appear to change positions within the concentric 

circles of academic historians’ interests. So here I use the concepts “centre” and “periphery” 

freely, regardless of Wallerstein’s famous interpretive model, to indicate a shift, albeit not an 

immutable one, in the vantage point of historians of the Central European and especially 

the Austrian countryside. This shift brought new issues and questions into the focus of 

historical studies, while older questions were studied in combination with and in the light of 

the new ones. The “centre” here, therefore, denotes the dominant point of view of a 

historical text, its subject, questions and methodology, in comparison with questions, topics 

and methods that concern the same broad field and that may be taken into account, but lie 

in the “periphery” of scholarly interest. 

This article presents and reflects on worlds of the rural past which, accompanied by 

fresh questions, methods and sources, and also thanks to them, moved from the periphery 

to the centre of academic interest at the University of Vienna Institute for Economic and 

Social History in the 1980s and 1990s. While studying there during the second half of the 

1990s, I experienced this development myself.  
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A historiographical turn 

The social and cultural history of rural Europe is nowadays flourishing.2 But for a long time, 

it remained somewhat on the margins of European social history, especially its modern and 

contemporary version. In general, up to the 1980s, historians dealing with the rural past 

were for the most part interested in the (economic) history of agriculture,3 while social 

historians working on modern and contemporary Europe were mainly interested in industrial 

and urban societies. 

During the early 1980s, in Vienna a (new) social, or rather socio-cultural, history of 

rural Austria, especially for the period between the late nineteenth century and the outbreak 

of the Second World War, began to develop, and it was met with a positive response by 

historians and the public. Interest in rural history – certainly connected to the constant 

importance of the agrarian sector and population in modern Austria – was accordingly 

revived. Geographically it is focused on today’s Austria but extends beyond it to territories – 

especially central European territories – of the Habsburg Monarchy. Its chronological focus 

is linked to the still considerable percentages of those registered as occupied in the 

agrarian sector in the censuses of late imperial as well as interwar Austria (still more than 

one-third of the working population in 1934), despite their continuous decline, with the rural 

exodus reaching a peak in the early 1920s.4 The official or academic primary sources for 

the history of the countryside – censuses, records, ethnographic studies – were much more 

systematic and more numerous for the late imperial and the interwar period than for the 

previous period. Moreover, oral or written autobiographical accounts, which, as will be seen 

below, were fundamental to these historiographical developments, depended on elderly 

people narrating or writing down their experiences, and, in the early 1980s, such informants 

could not, as a rule, have been born before ca. 1890. 

Attention turned to the so-called “full peasants”, namely those who were able to 

make a living from their land and their animals, but also to social groups that constituted the 

rural working classes and usually, to a greater or lesser extent, depended on peasants. For 

the most part these people belonged, in Michael Mitterauer’s words “to those groups of the 

rural population, who are not considered to be full peasants [Vollbauern] and who, in terms 

of prestige, rank under the peasants”. 5  They were cottagers (Kleinhäusler, Keuschler, 

Häuselleute, Söllner), rural poor living in huts on the peasant farm (Inwohner, Stübelleute),6 

and/or smallholders (oscillating between the peasant and the cottager world, especially in 

regions where property was divided among all heirs, as was the case in West Tirol and 

Vorarlberg).7 Rural servants were among those who ranked under the peasants; they were 

men and women who lived in peasant houses and were members of the peasant 

households, ideally in their youth, before making their own family (life-cycle servants), but 

also throughout their lives (lifelong servants).8 Not all rural servants automatically belonged 

to the rural working classes; among them, male as well as female peasant children often 
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enjoyed social prestige in local societies, and were expected either to inherit land, or to be 

compensated for not inheriting in favour of a single heir (usually an older brother) according 

to customary law (Anerbenrecht).9 By the 1980s there were no more rural servants and 

rural working-class groups in Austria. Thus, there was and there is, in Mitterauer’s words, 

“no contemporary group that feels connected to the tradition of the rural lower classes”.10 

From this point of view, giving voice to these silent people may have been the most 

revolutionary feature when this turn began. 

In this new, fresh perspective, peasants, cottagers and rural servants came into the 

fore as historical subjects: their experiences, their everyday lives, their relations, their 

feelings, their conceptions and perceptions became important for historians. They revealed 

a multifaceted rural world, which defied the primacy of the industrial and the urban world in 

old as well as in new forms of social history, regardless of whether they concentrate on the 

study of social structures or emphasise people’s experiences and behaviours – a world in 

its own right.  

Since the early 1980s in Austria, new theoretical and methodological approaches 

went hand in hand with the collection and classification of numerous ego-documents (for 

the most part retrospectively written autobiographical accounts), a rather new type of 

historical material across continental Europe at that time.11 This article will now turn to how 

this collection of ego-documents, which led to the formation of a modern, rich and dynamic 

archive at the University of Vienna Institute for Economic and Social History, contributed 

decisively to an in-depth knowledge of the rural world in the past, interacting with particular 

historiographical trends in German-speaking Europe and the social history approaches that 

were developed at the institute before the archive’s founding. Then it will turn to the 

features and workings of rural family economies through the lens of these ego-documents, 

in order to reflect on how a social history of the rural past that draws on living experiences 

can shed a different light to historical processes that occupy central positions in large-scale 

historical narratives, such as industrialisation and urbanisation, and can indeed claim a 

central position in such narratives itself. 

Life history records as windows to the past 

By now, the Collection of Biographical Records (Dokumentation lebensgeschichtlicher 

Aufzeichnungen), as this modern archive is called, comprises personal (mainly 

autobiographical) testimonies written by more than 4,000 individuals. 12  Systematic 

compulsory school attendance after the Imperial Elementary School Act of 1869 in Austria 

(a country where compulsory elementary education decrees date much earlier) may have 

meant that in the 1980s the elderly who had been brought up in rural societies had a 

greater sense of themselves as members of a wider society, beyond their community. It 

certainly meant that they had acquired skills, such as writing, to an extent that allowed them 

to record their experiences, when asked for it.  
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However, their importance to the wider population was beginning to wane – the 

future belonged to cities and the urban way of life. As we will show next, people were 

mobilised to narrate their experiences through the researchers’ systematic initiatives. Within 

this context, women proved to be, to some extent, more willing than men to discuss the 

past, to speak and write about it, 13  perhaps because prevailing gender perceptions 

somewhat prevented men from expressing feelings inevitably associated with diving into 

the past. 

Despite its contemporary size and the various socio-economic backgrounds of the 

authors, the collection maintains a special relationship with the rural world: “Rural life 

stories tend to outweigh those with an urban background in number and scope.” 14 

Mitterauer, the Austrian historian who founded the collection, was deeply interested in rural 

history (and his deep Catholic faith may, as I see it, partly account for his interest in 

populations inextricably connected with religious faith and practices). It all started in a 

seminar on change in family and everyday life in rural Austria held at the institute during the 

1982 spring semester. While students taking part in the seminar interviewed old people 

about living conditions in the past, it turned out that written autobiographical records, 

intended only for the closer family circle and providing important information on the subject 

being dealt with, were often to be found in family ownership. In autumn 1982 excerpts from 

the manuscript of Maria Gremel, born in 1900 in a cottager family of Lower Austria, were 

read on Austrian radio; they had a great impact on the audience,15 motivated other people 

with a rural background to write down their life experiences and became the yeast for the 

development of the documentation over the next years and decades. 

Published in 1983, Gremel’s manuscript became the first in a series of by now 

almost 70 books containing records kept at the documentation centre, either in whole or in 

part, in thematic volumes, usually accompanied by scholarly texts that highlight their 

connections to various historical contexts and analyse their scholarly value. The title of the 

book series speaks for the historians’ and the authors’ primary concern: “So that it doesn’t 

get lost…” (“Damit es nicht verlorengeht…”).16  

In the following years, many volumes were exclusively dedicated to the rural working 

classes and also to peasants; besides, texts by elderly people from rural backgrounds have 

been included in most of the book series. By the turn of this century, these publications, 

together with other scholarly and educational projects, closely associated with the 

collection, initiated or supported by it, had already enormously enriched our knowledge and 

perspective on rural society and world. 

Writing down their memories, reflecting on them, organising them, in response to 

issues they themselves raised, or in response to their kin, their friends, their peers or 

scholars, the authors, women as well as men, have opened multiple windows to the rural 

past. We look into it through the lens of historical subjects. 
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We meet cottagers’ children, growing up in poverty, walking long distances in bad 

weather to get to school, playing with self-made toys, working at the side of their parents, 

herding cows on behalf of peasants (often in return for an absolutely necessary pair of 

shoes), moving into peasant households and entering rural service, usually at the age of 12 

or 13, but sometimes, if need be, if for example a parent had passed away, much earlier.17 

We learn about children born out of wedlock and their mothers, peasant daughters full of 

shame or rural servants who have no choice but to continue working and who pay for the 

child to be raised by a kin, or, if the child’s father happened to be a peasant son, send it to 

live and work on behalf of the paternal grandparents. We find foster children, most of them 

born out of wedlock, growing up in peasant households, all too often changing homes and 

thus developing a sort of lifelong depression, working without pay in kind or in money.18 

We meet rural servants, men as well as women, who work usually on the side, under 

the orders and the constant control of the peasant couple, clearly separated by gender and 

within a usually strict framework of a work hierarchy defined by physical strength, skills and, 

above all, age, with the youngest placed in the lowest ranks. We find female as well as 

male rural servants, rural women as well as men, working hard, lacking sleep and often 

experiencing great physical tiredness, while also having fun, singing, joking, enjoying each 

other’s company and feeling (at the time or retrospectively) proud of their work. Yet a 

careful reading of the texts makes clear that female rural servants, peasants’ wives and 

cottagers’ wives as well, lived in a male-dominated world, worked longer hours and barely 

enjoyed any leisure time.19 At the same time, we read about the Sennerinnen, dairy maids, 

who occupied a very special position within labour hierarchy and enjoyed freedom while 

looking after the animals on mountain pastures during summer.20 

We learn about individuals breaking social rules, about female servants secretly 

waiting for their lovers to come through the windows of the female servants’ room during 

the night, mistreated young servants secretly leaving their workplace before their contract 

ended, and hungry rural servants stealing food from ungenerous peasants.21  

But we also discover that marriage and remarriage was a primary social duty for 

peasants, men and women alike, in eastern alpine mountain regions, that historical subjects 

often had to supress their feelings and emotions, hide negative experiences and submit to 

social rules.22 We realise that faith and religious practice comforted people and helped them 

get through everyday hardships, but that church attendance, prayer and confession also 

served as a fine control tool of social behaviour within rural communities and peasant 

households.23 We are confronted with the hard fate of sick and elderly working men and 

women, who are no longer in a position to work for their living and depend on the rural 

communities’ mercy.24 
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The theoretical and methodological contexts 

The publication of life-history records, the scholarly articles that accompany them, the 

scholarly projects and studies, the educational projects that made and still make use of 

them, all speak for this turn to a social history of the rural world, which is interested in 

everyday life, in peoples’ relations within domestic groups and communities, in human 

agency, living experience; it was and is also inevitably interested in the present and the 

ways history connects to it, through the workings of memory, the ways people construct 

their narratives, and how the exchange of living experience and perceptions of the past can 

help elderly people who have spent their childhood and youth in a world we have lost, such 

as the rural one, make sense of themselves.25 

This turn to a history of everyday life and individuals’ experiences went hand in hand 

with developments in European historiography since the early 1970s, but more so since the 

early 1980s and the 1990s, to which historians in Vienna considerably contributed.26 They 

studied rural history from different yet intersecting historiographical (and thus also 

theoretical/methodological) points of view, mainly from the perspective of family history, 

everyday life history, history from below, the history of women and gender history and 

historical anthropology.  

Life records show clearly how crucial to our understanding of past Austrian rural 

societies research on the history of the family and the household is, since peasants, 

cottagers, rural servants, men and women, adults and children, spent their lives (their 

working lives as well) first and foremost in domestic groups, that maintained largely pre-

industrial functions (for example, as spaces of production). Historians in Vienna had been 

conducting research on family history, collecting census data 27  and using quantitative 

methods since the early 1970s (under the influence of recent historiographical 

developments in Britain). Thus, in the early 1980s the history of the family and the 

household was an already established topic at the Institute for Social and Economic 

History; scholars there emphasised the value of combining quantitative and qualitative 

approaches to family history.28 

The history of everyday life was prevalent in 1980s German academia; 29  in his 

preface to the first volume of the “So that it doesn’t get lost…” book series, Mitterauer noted 

that the book was a contribution to everyday life history (Alltagsgeschichte), adding: “The 

question of everyday living conditions in earlier times is increasingly coming to the fore in 

new research on social history. In particular, family life and the realities of the world of work 

are receiving increasing attention.”30 Scholars were mostly interested in the everyday life of 

ordinary people, and everyday life history in the German-speaking world went hand in hand 

with the “history from below” (Geschichte von unten),31 which had originated in the Anglo-

Saxon world, and gave a voice to the common people, the poor and the oppressed. In our 

case, the majority of the authors with a rural background came from families of the rural 
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poor, from small peasant families or from mountain peasant families, constantly confronted 

with hard-to-cultivate soils and adverse weather conditions. Social historians in Vienna 

“have consciously addressed people who were and are disadvantaged in their life 

chances”.32  

Furthermore, the place of women and men, the relations between them and gender 

issues in general permeate autobiographical/biographical records that are full of stories of 

male and female rural servants, cottagers and cottagers’ wives, peasants and peasants’ 

wives, and depict a world where people are separated by sex in most spaces of everyday 

life (notably at work, which literally dominated their lives, but also beyond it).33 In fact, there 

are more women than men among the collection’s authors 34  and right from the start 

women’s voices dominated the documents. 

On the whole historians in Vienna, especially those working with the collection, have 

been interested in historical subjects, in their experiences and conceptions, in their relations 

to one another, but also their interaction with (flexible) structures, institutions, laws, customs 

and mentalities, as well as geographical conditions, or conjunctures (for instance, a war or 

economic crisis). They have been looking into rural history (and history in general) largely 

through the methodological lens of what in the early 1990s they called “historical 

anthropology”, a term that had been used in the past but had not really spread in German-

speaking academia.35 “The multifaceted and contradictory way in which one adapts to the 

world … the multifaceted forms of expression and the acts by which people experience and 

shape the world”36 stood at the centre of this approach. Historians inspired by historical 

anthropology intended to explore the specific human being, his/her handlings, his/her 

feelings, his/her thoughts, his/her sufferings.37 

In the future, new fields of historical research could be opened within the theoretical 

and methodological framework presented above: The images of social relations and the 

individual in rural societies conveyed by the personal testimonies could be systematically 

compared with other images produced on the same space by the literature, theatre or 

cinema of the period under study, whether by people with experiences in the rural 

countryside (for example, writers who come from rural areas) or from people in the city with 

non-experiential knowledge of the rural countryside.  

Large-scale historical processes in new perspectives 

These new approaches, with their emphasis on people’s experiences, offer valuable 

insights into large-scale historical processes and help us approach such processes from 

different angles.  

The collection’s autobiographical records are, for example, very telling regarding the 

features and character of the rural economy in early twentieth-century so-called Old Austria 

and the interwar Austrian state. Memories of working lives dominate personal narratives 

that concern rural Austria; hard manual work and the struggle to make a living, to preserve 
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the peasant farm or simply to survive permeated people’s lives in households that largely 

functioned as spaces of production. No wonder that personal memories almost always 

place work and production within a household, family context, relating them to the ways 

labour was divided among its members.  

By the late nineteenth century, Austria was extensively industrialised and urbanised, 

despite agriculture’s economic, and thus also social, importance. 38  Looking into the 

economic life from the perspective of the household or family economy, on the level of 

everyday family life and living experience, on the microlevel that is, helps us relativise this 

large picture. It shows that well into the interwar period the Austrian economy and society 

displayed interrelated features stereotypically associated with peripheral (or semi-

peripheral) economies: the vital role of subsistence particularly (though not exclusively) in 

rural areas, the remarkable oscillation of peasants and particularly of the rural working 

classes between the peasant economy and society, on the one hand, and the industrial and 

urban world, on the other, and essential ties of urban families to the rural world. In fact, the 

rural world appears to function along pre-industrial economic and social lines such as self-

consumption, payment in kind and interpersonal and interfamilial relationships subject to 

social commitments. 39 

Self-consumption largely featured in peasant (especially mountain peasant) as well 

as rural working-class households. Yet in the case of the rural poor, the subsistence 

economy was part of their reciprocal relations with peasants living in the same region. The 

latter usually granted the former pieces of land, animals as well as rights (the right to graze 

goats and cows on peasant land, the right to collect various goods in peasant property). In 

autobiographical narratives, mothers and children, and less so fathers, would usually 

cultivate small pieces of land and take care of the animals (hens, goats, sometimes a cow) 

to secure the family’s food throughout the year. They would also collect wood, small 

branches, mushrooms and all sorts of berries from forests: Wood was used to cook and as 

a heating material, small branches and their leaves were used to feed the animals, while 

mushrooms and berries enriched the family’s diet.  

Peasants would grant plots, goods and rights mainly in exchange for men’s, 

women’s and children’s labour. Cottagers and small peasants provided “full” peasants not 

only with labouring hands when needed, at peak times, but also, especially in regions 

where the peasant economy largely focused on animal husbandry, with rural servants. By 

the age of 12 (sometimes even earlier) their sons and daughters would enter rural service, 

thus relieving family economy and strengthening pre-existing asymmetrical socio-economic 

ties.40  

The links of rural working-class families with the peasant economy and society could 

be of different strength and character. The rural poor and their families were integrated in 

the peasant economy and society in many ways. Labour ties between peasant and cottager 
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households were long, continuous, intertwined with other social ties (for example, 

godparenthood) and involved almost every family member. 

So, while the rural poor were attached to peasant societies (and their children’s 

entering the rural service points to a reproduction of rural work relations and very strong 

social ties), at the same time this attachment decreased as family members improved their 

income by undertaking jobs outside peasant economy and thus heading towards the urban 

world. Autobiographers often mention their fathers (and rarely their mothers) working as 

factory workers; furthermore, they mention their fathers working as peddlers, masons in the 

city, or miners. Besides in certain mountainous regions, the Vorarlberg, the Upper 

Mühlviertel in Upper Austria and the Upper Waldviertel in Lower Austria, men, women and 

children still worked in domestic industries in winter, while also working for the peasants at 

peak times or sending their children into rural service.  

Economic activities outside the peasant economy and society could then loosen the 

links of the rural working classes to the peasants. The case of railway men households, 

which comes up in several autobiographical records, and remained largely unnoticed up to 

the 1990s,41 is most interesting. Rural servants often got married upon finding a job in the 

railways (mostly as signalmen) and lived on their wages, as well as on plots and coal 

(usually granted by the railway companies), while their wives and children still occasionally 

worked for the peasants. The continuation of former socio-economic ties encouraged 

pluriactivity and ensured a decent standard of living. Such ties appear to have extended to 

some urban households that maintained strong links with their rural families of origin and 

the respective rural communities; these links permitted them to move to the countryside and 

become rural in periods of acute crisis.  

All in all, the transformation of the rural economy and society under the impact of 

processes such as industrialisation or urbanisation (inextricably connected with rural 

exodus), cannot be understood in their complexity if cut off from the workings of rural 

households and communities. And (auto)biographical records contribute decisively to rural 

historians’ deep understanding of households and communities, and their role in the 

evolution of the rural economy and society. The shift towards the study of rural life through 

the eyes of historical subjects who narrate their experiences in no way precluded other 

methods and approaches. Research on rural household structures over time often went 

together with research on everyday life experiences.42 The study of autobiographical texts 

went hand in hand with the study of censuses and statistical analyses. Thus, analysing soul 

books and censuses, adopting a macroscopic as well as comparative perspective while 

writing on rural life patterns, social hierarchies, family structures or the gender division of 

labour, remained crucial to Mitterauer’s writings;43 at the same time he utilised, where the 

period under examination permitted it, autobiographical material to interpret the 

mechanisms of Austrian rural society.44  

During the 1980s and 1990s in Vienna a “rural history turn” (my phrase) brought ego 

documents, historical anthropological methods, and research on the microlevel into the 
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centre of historians’ interests. It influenced Austrian rural history towards approaches that 

combine an extraordinary variety of sources and methods while steadily bringing historical 

subjects in the centre of historical developments.45 
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