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At the end of August, a three-month research journey and lecture tour in Brazil ended in 

the context of my secondment for the SPECTRESS program as a part of the European 

Commission’s "Marie Curie Actions". The SPECTRESS project ("Social Performances of 

Cultural Trauma and the Rebuilding of Solid Sovereignties") investigates regions and 

historical traditions in the context of joint research and the exchange of knowledge and 

scholars in order to find new paradigms and discourses explaining the origins and the 

impact of collective historical Trauma and their influence on the shaping of national 

identities. The Institute for Social Movements of the Ruhr-University Bochum is one of the 

main European project partners. 

 

To this end, I was invited to a dozen lectures at seven Brazilian and Argentinian 

universities, research institutes and archives. I would like to sincerely thank the many 

colleagues of the institutions involved, first the SPECTRESS coordinators at the 

Universidade de São Paulo and the Trinity College Dublin, Prof. Laura Izarra and Dr. 

Jennifer Edmond, as well as the Director of the Bochum Institute, Prof. Stefan Berger and 

his colleague, now in Utrecht, Dr. Christian Wicke. 

 

In chronological order, the lectures took me to the Departamento de Ciência política of the 

Universidade de São Paulo (USP) and Prof. Bruno Speck followed by the Centro de 

Documentação e Memória of the Universidade Estadual Paulista (CEDEM / UNESP) 

directed by Prof. Sonia Maria Troitiño Rodriguez (see the titles of the lectures below). I 

gave my third presentation at the SPECTRESS group of USP coordinated by Prof. Laura 

Patrícia Zuntini de Izarra at the Departamento de Letras Modernas of the Faculty de 

Filosofia, Letras e Ciências Humanas. Thereupon the trip went to the North-East of Brazil 

and the Universidade Federal de Alagoas (UFAL) in Maceió, where I had been invited by 

the historian and member of the rectorate Prof. Aruã Silva de Lima to give a lecture, which 

was followed by an intensive exchange of research experiences and cooperative planning 

of future projects also with Prof. Paula Palamartchuk and Prof. Osvaldo Batista Acioly Maciel, 

who is also the head of the University publisher. From the nordeste I headed again to the 

southeast where I gave a speech in Rio de Janeiro invited by Prof. Paulo Fontes at the 

Centro de Pesquisa e Documentação de História Contemporânea do Brasil (CPDOC) of 

the Escola de Ciências Sociais which forms part of the Getulio Vargas Foundation. My 

acknowledgment goes also to the commentator, Prof. Jean Rodrigues Sales from the 

Universidade Federal Rural do Rio de Janeiro (IM-UFRRJ), The  lecture on the global situation 
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of the communist archives, their importance for collective remebrance and some of it’s 

consequences for transnational research has meanwhile be published in the journal 

Revista Estudos Históricos edited by CPDOC.  

 

From Rio, I went southwards across the Rio de la Plata to Buenos Aires for further 

conferences which I gave in the Centro de Estudios Históricos de los Trabajadores y las 

Izquierdas (CEHTI), and the director, Prof. Hernán Camarero of the University of Buenos 

Aires, and the Centro de Documentación e Investigación de la Cultura de Izquierdas en la 

Argentina (CeDInCI) with its Director Prof. Horácio Tarcus, affiliated to the Universidad 

Nacional de San Martín which is one of Latin America’s most important Institutes of Labor 

studies and archives. From there I returned to São Paulo in order to give a last speech 

before the SPECTRESS group at the University. Once again, my heartfelt thanks to all the 

colleagues, and friends and not at least to the participants, discussants, commentators 

and organizers who have made this great mutual experience possible! Um forte abraço 

para todos! 

 

In addition to the lectures, I was able to benefit a great deal from the contacts with 

Brazilian and Argentinean scientists. I always found a friendly and cordial atmosphere, 

together with a great willingness to cooperate. Special thanks go at first to Dr. Dainis 

Karepovs in São Paulo for his collegial and solidary support and also to Prof. Osvaldo 

Coggiola at the USP as well as to Dr. Adriana Petra of CEDINCI and CONICET in Buenos 

Aires. For the sake of time, I was unable to contact a number of colleagues in Bahia, 

Sergipe and Pernambuco, I also have to apologize for not having been able to follow a 

friendly invitation from the editor of the magazine "Izquierdas", Dr. Manuel Loyola Tapia in 

Santiago de Chile. If possible, I will gladly make up for this at the next opportunity. 

 

The interest and attentiveness were great everywhere, the lectures were highly 

frequented by students, postgraduates, postdocs and professors, the echo of the 

participants was positive. The questions and discussions were knowledge-oriented and 

captivating, some criticisms let to fruitful discussions which often had the character of a 

seminar, and gave new impulses. Some lectures were uploaded as YouTube videos or 

audios on the Internet (see the link list below). The invitations to these talks and lectures 

which I gave in Portuguese and Spanish were a great opportunity to pick up my practice in 

the two languages and – even in the coldest winter since more than 50 years – to 

reconstitute the warm social relations with the Luso-Brasilian and Ibero-American world, 

where I always felt at home.  

 

They allowed to present, discuss and develop the results of my basic research on 

communism as a transnational movement, the history of the Communist International and 

European History of the interwar period in the light of the cultural/collective trauma 

concept. I could present some results of the „archival revolution“ and the millions of new 

documents in Moscow, Berlin and Paris after the turn of the century and at the same time 

provide some hints on how to access the documents what for technical, linguistic and 
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financial reasons is generally more difficult for researchers coming from Latin America. 

The talks and lectures gave the opportunity to present new insights about the relationship 

between the Communist International and the communist parties and their changing 

relations not only within the history of the inter-war workers' movement, but within the 

global, collective and cultural trauma history of the twentieth century, on the background 

of the transformations of the politics of the Soviet Union between internationalism and 

nationalism. A crucial consequence of the "archival revolution" and special challenge for 

future research is that, even if in the different phases particular relations and national or 

regional milieus have played a certain role: the communist movement can only be 

reconstructed and deciphered in a knowledge oriented way as an entangled history within 

the triangle of forces between the Soviet Union, the Comintern (as an intermediary 

organization) and the communist parties.  

  

Furthermore collective practices of nationally memorizing the past were discussed that 

actually instead of managing the traumas of the past might lead to a “war of the national 

cultures of memory (Martin Sabrow). As a consequence as well the global situation of the 

archives of contemporary history was focalized, especially those of socialism, communism 

and the workers’ movement, and an exchange of experiences with scientists from the host 

country was initiated. Undoubtedly the interest for this history the struggles of mankind 

against social exploitation and political repression and the – mostly – failed revolutions 

which I discovered in Brasil and Argentina was stronger and more directly orientated to 

the present than in Europe. In his poem of 1979 the dissident Russian poet and Nobel 

laureate Joseph Brodsky expressed the striking difference between the Latin and the 

European situation when ironically he rhymed in his poem "Rio": 

 

"Come to Rio, o come to Rio. 

Here is the third world,  

they are still reading Leo 

Trotsky, Guevara, and other prophets; 

Such backwardness protects against missiles." 

 

The connection between communist studies and the concept of collective (cultural) trauma 

proved to be operative in so far as the failed, even "betrayed revolutions" encompass the 

history of the XX. Century like a traumatic arc. The impetus of revolutionary 

internationalism against capitalism and the barbarism of world war, promoted by the 

October Revolution, simmered in the XXth Century catastrophes with their bloody 

repressions. The “betrayal of it’s proper cause” in the words of Walter Benjamin 

accelerated the collapse of the Marxism of the labour movement, caused by the fetish of 

progress and reforms of the social-democracy and the devastating and tragic praxis and 

ideology of Stalinism. This highly traumatic experience of the left on a global scale is still 

haunting until today just as the repression of the colonial past. Precisely from this 

situation, of historical failure, a special obligation emerges for securing the global archives 

of communism, socialism and internationalism in its different manifestations. In any case, 
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to this day, Walter Benjamin's postulate for a new discourse on history in the sense of 

“remembrance” (eingedenk sein) of the oppression and the oppressed has not been 

redeemed until today as a trauma managment in order to overcome the phantasms of the 

past. This situation involved negative consequences for the theory and practice of social 

movements just as the increasingly ideological and national practices of collective 

memory and their exploration in the social sciences and humanities. My thesis is that the 

collective/cultural traumas of the past, by the end of World War 2, have led to a global 

crisis of the social conscience of the people, carried on today by the unrestrained process 

of globalization. In this sense, only the restoration of social consciousness which can not 

be a nationally centered task will make it possible to overcome the cultural/collective 

trauma of the past.  

 

At all places of my journey, discussions about archival projects and the situation of the 

archives took place. I had a highly interesting round of talks with the Doctores, leading 

archivists and historians Beatriz Moreira Monteiro, Heliene Nagasava, Mauro Domingues, Carlos 

Augusto Silva Ditadi, Mauro Lerner and Sátiro Ferreira Nunes of the Arquivo Nacional in Rio de 

Janeiro (with sincere excuses for the colleagues which I didn’t mention!), and – as already 

mentioned – I thank the staff of the CEDEM in São Paulo, the CPDOC in Rio de Janeiro, 

and the CEDINCI and the CEHTI in Buenos Aires. I was delighted with the support of 

Prof. Augusto Piemonte (Universidad de Buenos Aires) and Prof. Ana Célia Rodrigues of 

the Universidade Federal Fluminense, Niterói, Rio de Janeiro. Wherever I went, the 

proposal to launch an initiative for the inclusion of the Comintern Archives in the 

"Memórias do mundo" program of the UNESCO and the International Archives Council 

was welcomed.  

 

At least in the first one and a half month I could also use the journey for some field 

research about the impact of transnational solidarity organizations in the interwar and, in 

particular, the anti-colonialist, anti-racist and trade union international networks and their 

anchoring in the Brazilian port cities of Santos, Rio de Janeiro and Salvador and their 

connections with the European centres in Paris, Berlin and Moscow. Therefore, I would 

like to thank the Sociedade Arquivos e Memória, in particular Lilliam Tavares, Dr. Roberto 

de Assis Tavares de Almeida, Angela Micci in Santos, Latin America's largest port city, 

the Librarians of the Biblioteca Municipal Alberto Sousa und der Emeroteca Municipal de 

Santos and Prof. Fernando Teixeira da Silva at the University of Campinas and Prof. 

Lincoln Secco in São Paulo. 

 

The discussions have often expressed the intention to deepen contacts and exchanges, 

since – at first – in Brazil and Argentina and throughout Latin America there is a great 

need for critical source-based communist and socialist studies, and – at second – 

because the transatlantic dimension complement and recompose the research field. 

Significant progress in area studies of communist parties and transnational movements 

since the "archival revolution" will only be conceivable as an entangled research in the 

Latin American and the Russian/European archives. 
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A number of invitations for lectures has already been issued for 2017, the organization of 

seminars and other courses has been proposed at Brazilian and Argentine universities, 

and further introductory talks have been held for joint research and edition projects. 

Cooperation in the field of the scientific journals were concluded with colleagues from the 

Universidade Federal in Alagoas and Buenos Aires, we won also new correspondents for 

the International Newsletter of Communist Studies. The idea to convene the Second 

International Willi-Münzenberg-Congress in Latin America with a special focus on the anti-

racist, anti-imperialist and anti-fascist solidarity organizations of the latter in the inter-war 

period and their international networks also received has been viewed positively. For this 

purpose, contacts were held with the CEDINCI in Buenos Aires, Prof. Isabel Loureiro (São 

Paulo) and Dr. Gerhard Dilger, Verena Glass and Elisangela Soldatelli Palm from the 

Rosa Luxemburg Foundation in São Paulo and Buenos Aires, which are continued with 

further foundations. With great enthusiasm and expectative, I am looking forward to the 

additional publications as well as any proposals concretizing the projects of cooperation. 

 

Last but not least, the contacts with the representatives of the German scientific 

organizations in Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo were very helpful. My acknowledgments 

go to Dr. Stephan Hollensteiner of the Head Liaison Office Latin America of the University 

Alliance Ruhr in Rio de Janeiro and Andréa Junqueira, Dr. Anna Barkhausen and Dr. 

Kathrin Winkler at the German House of Science and Innovation in São Paulo. Not for 

simple reasons of precaution, I apologize to the colleagues yet so far not mentioned. If I 

should have forgotten someone, it is because of my bad memory. In any case, I will try to 

maintain the promised contacts. In conclusion, it is obvious that my secondment was 

inspiring and productive. Knowledge exchange and transfer as well as the immersion in 

the life culture of the host country made possible by the SPECTRESS-project are the tools 

for the mutual processing of a global collective traumatic history. 
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