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Preface

This book is a re-examination of “the old historicism”, the classical historicist tradition that began in Germany with
Chladenius in the middle of the eighteenth century and that ended with Max Weber at the beginning of the twentieth
century. This tradition has shaped our intellectual universe to an extraordinary degree, so that today we are all historicist
in our ways of thinking. Yet we are in danger of forgetting this tradition, of letting it slip away into the mists of the past.
When people think of historicism today they probably have in mind “the new historicism” of literary studies or the
“historicism” vilified by Popper in the 1940s. But neither have much in common with the old tradition.

My chief task has been to introduce the Anglophone reader to the major figures of the historicist tradition. | attempt to
assess their historical significance, to analyze their main arguments, and to indicate the chief problems in the
interpretation of their thought. My approach is historical and systematic: historical, insofar as | place each thinker in
context and trace the evolution of his thought; and systematic, insofar as | assess the validity of his arguments and
reconstruct the logical structure of his thought.

My ultimate hope is that this study expands our historical horizons. Most of the thinkers studied here are unfamiliar to the
Anglophone world. Some are introduced for the first time, while others are examined in depth for the first time. While the
work of Herder, Ranke and Weber is more familiar to an Anglophone audience, their thought on history has been much
understudied by philosophers.

Some readers of the manuscript regretted the lack of focus on political context. | share entirely their belief in the
importance of that context; but I believe that such studies have to follow the more basic tasks of exposition and
interpretation, which have still not been achieved for most of these thinkers. We understand why a thinker writes only
after we understand what he writes. For this reason a study of his political motivations has to be based upon a
philosophical interpretation of his main ideas. Other readers missed the lack of reference to non-German sources of
historicism. If they have not received their full due here, it is partly because of lack of space, partly because the German
sources have been so much less known than the French, English or Italian.

The main precedent and model for this work has been Friedrich Meinecke'sEntstehung des Historismus (Munich:
Oldenbourg, 1936). It was Meinecke's grand ambition to trace the genesis of German historicism from its beginnings in
the late seventeenth century until its culmination in Ranke. Such was Meinecke's thoroughness, however, that after 500
pages he never got beyond Goethe. Although Meinecke's work has great merits—his analyses of texts are unfailingly
perceptive, and his historical



perspective deep and broad—it still has serious flaws which make it an inadequate introduction today. Meinecke ignores
crucial figures, his interpretations are often anachronistic, and his conceptual scheme is misleading and simplistic. The

present work attempts to retell Meinecke's story in the light of later research.

The occasion for this book was the invitation in 2005 by Michael Rosen and Brian Leiter to write the article on historicism
for the Oxford Handbook of Continental Philosophy. Having studied Mdser, Herder and Hegel over the years, | believed |
was sufficiently qualified to write the article. Further research quickly cured me of my illusions. Now, several years after
the publication of that volume, I think I am finally in a position to justify the trust the editors placed in me. The present

introduction is meant to replace the flaws of the earlier article.

While writing this book I often wondered how my colleague Joseph Levine would react to it. | was summoning the courage
to show him some drafts when | heard of his untimely death in January 2008. | will never know his reaction, though it
would have made it a better book. | dedicate this book to his memory.

F.B.

January 2011

Syracuse, New York



Introduction: The Concept and Context of
Historicism

1. An intellectual revolution

In 1936, in the nostalgic preface to his magisterial Die Entstehung des Historismus, Friedrich Meinecke wrote that

nl

historicism was “one of the greatest intellectual revolutions experienced by Western thought.”= Historicism was an

intellectual revolution, Meinecke believed, because it replaced the older ahistorical ways of thinking, which had prevailed
from antiquity throughout the Middle Ages, with a new historical way of thinking, which had begun in the middle of the
eighteenth century. The older ahistorical way of thinking saw human nature, morality and reason as absolute, eternal and
universal; the new historical way regarded them as relative, changing and particular. Historicism, in determining the
historical causes and contexts of values, beliefs and actions, showed how their very identity depends upon those causes
and contexts. Hence it was impossible to generalize values and beliefs beyond one's own age, as if they somehow held for
humanity or reason in general. Any belief in a universal worldview, a supernatural revelation, an absolute moral code, a

natural law or natural religion, was ethnocentric, arising from an illusory attempt to leap beyond one's own age.

Though Meinecke has fallen out of favor, few scholars today would question his thesis about the significance of historicism.
But if we accept that thesis, we have some explaining to do. We have to answer some very basic questions. What, more
precisely, is historicism? Who were the historicists? What were their central aims and ideas? And how did they justify

their new historical way of thinking?

Any attempt to define “historicism” immediately runs into a major obstacle: the many meanings of the word. The term has

been used in very different, even contradictory, ways.Z For some, it means the attempt to determine the general laws of

history;



for others, it means the exact opposite: the repudiation of such laws and the attempt to know the unique and singular
events and personalities of history.i Which of these usages is correct? It is impossible to say, of course. We must not

hypostasize the term, as if there were some hidden essence of historicism, some deeper core meaning, which has somehow
persisted throughout its different and conflicting uses.

To avoid this obstacle, | will give “historicism” a prescriptive rather than descriptive definition. While a descriptive
definition attempts to determine what a word means, how it has been used, a prescriptive definition lays down what
itought to mean, how it should be used. The only rationale for a prescriptive definition is that it aids enquiry. Since our
interest here is in understanding the origins and foundations of Meinecke's intellectual revolution, I will define
“historicism” so that it best serves that end. The task of the definition is to capture that meaning of the word that best
explains Meinecke's revolution. | will define historicism by determining the common characteristics of those thinkers who
contributed most to it.

Following this guideline, we do well to define “historicism” along the lines of Ernst Troeltsch, who first introduced the
word in its modern sense. According to Troeltsch, “historicism,” when stripped of all its accidental and negative
connotations, means “the fundamental historicization of all our thinking about man, his culture and his values.”* What,
though, does it mean to historicize our thinking? Since Troeltsch offers no further explanation, we have to supply one for
him. Roughly, to historicize our thinking means to recognize that everything in the human world—culture, values,
institutions, practices, rationality—is made by history, so that nothing has an eternal form, permanent essence or constant
identity which transcends historical change. The historicist holds, therefore, that the essence, identity or nature of
everything in the human world is made by history, so that it is entirely the product of the particular historical processes
that brought it into being. In other words, among things human, there is no distinction between a permanent substance
and changing accidents, because even their substance is the product of history. The particular causes that have brought
human things into being make them what they are; and these causes are utterly historical, i.e., they depend on a specific
context, a definite time and place. Hence the historicist is the Heraclitean of the human world: everything is in flux; no one
steps twice into the river of history.



Such a thesis seems metaphysical, indeed almost religious. Little wonder that historicism has often been described as

a Weltanschauung. But what gives historicism all its power and plausibility is its source in modern science. Historicism
grew out of the attempt to create a science of the human world, one on par with the sciences of the natural world. The
general thesis of historicism follows straightforwardly from two perfectly plausible premises, both essential to its scientific
program. First, that there is a sufficient reason for everything that exists or happens in the human world. Second, that
these reasons are historical, i.e., that they depend on a specific temporal context, particular circumstances at a particular
time. Together, these premises mean that everything in the human world is the product of its historical causes, that it is
made by its specific temporal context.

Seen in very general terms, historicism is the counterpart of naturalism. Just as naturalism states that everything in

the natural world is in principle explicable according to science, so historicism states that everything in

the historical world is in principle explicable according to science. Just as naturalism eventually led to natural history, the
denial of stable species and eternal kinds, so historicism led to the denial of an eternal human nature or reason.
Historicism simply took the lesson of natural history and applied it to the human world.

Although the analogue of naturalism, historicism is not simply a species or form of it, the application of the laws and
methods of natural science to the human world. The historicist does not necessarily claim that everything in the human
world is explicable according to the same methods and laws that hold for the natural world. The historicist could make
such a claim; but he need not do so. The precise relationship between the methods of historical and natural science was a
fraught question within historicism. Some historicists held that there is a fundamental difference in kind between these
methods; others, however, insisted that they are essentially the same. Both parties were historicist insofar as they upheld
the general thesis of historicism that everything in the human world changes with history. Both held that history could be
a science in a broad sense of the term, i.e., some methodical means of acquiring knowledge conforming to rigorous
epistemic standards; it’s just that they had different conceptions of the specific methods of history.

Historicism has often been opposed to naturalism, as if its very identity consists in the claim that the methods of historical
knowledge are sui generis, distinct in kind from those of the natural sciences. This is the position of Meinecke, Troeltsch
and many others.> There are, however, two serious problems with this view. First, there were in fact very few historicists
who held that the methods of history are distinct in kind from those of the natural sciences. This generalization applies

best to Droysen and Dilthey in



the late nineteenth century, who conceived their method of understanding (Verstehen) in explicit opposition to naturalism.
However, to define historicism in terms of their methodological views alone is to restrict severely the extension of the term.
It is to make the historicist tradition have two members—if that amounts to a tradition at all. Second, historicism grew out
of a naturalistic program in the eighteenth century, the attempt to create “a science of man” by applying the methods and
laws of Newtonian physics to history.® The founding fathers of the historicist tradition—Chladenius, Mdser, Herder and
Humboldt—were indeed champions of this program. The foundational role of these thinkers has been often recognized,
indeed stressed, by all scholars of historicism, especially Meinecke. So if we insist upon a sharp distinction between
historicism and naturalism, we must place these thinkers outside the historicist tradition, a consequence few scholars are
willing to accept. Since opposition to naturalism was a later development of the historicist tradition, beginning only with

Droysen and Dilthey in the late nineteenth century, any anti-naturalistic conception of historicism is anachronistic.

Besides its central thesis of the omnipresence of historical change, there are two further defining principles of
historicism.Z The first is the principle of individuality. This principle has many meanings in the historicist tradition, and
its precise sense depends on its context. Its general meaning, however, is this: that the defining subject matter of history,
and the goal of historical enquiry, is the individual, i.e., this or that determinate person, action, culture or epoch which
exists at a particular time and place. This principle goes back to Plato and Aristotle, but the historicists gave it a new
significance. Contrary to their classical forbears, they insist that the individuality of things—what makes them different
from one another—is as much an object of science as their universality, the generalizations or laws that hold regardless of
individual differences. The second defining principle is holism, which, very crudely, states that the whole is prior to its
parts and irreducible to them. From Herder to Weber, holism has been a central and characteristic feature of historicism.
Historicists have insisted that the individual human being is not a self-sufficient and independent unit but that its very
identity and existence depends on its place within a whole, the wider social, historical and cultural world of which it is only

a part. According to this holism, society,



state, culture or epoch is not an aggregate or composite, which consists solely in its parts, each of which exists independent
of the whole; rather it is an indivisible whole or unity, which determines the very identity of its parts, none of which can
exist apart from it. Atomism, the thesis that the whole is reducible to its parts, was rejected as the legacy of an antiquated
mechanical manner of thinking. Clearly, these principles are closely interrelated: individuals are understood as irreducible

wholes or unities, the wholes or unities as individuals.

Behind these principles, and indeed the central thesis of historicism, stood an old philosophical tradition, one dating back
to William of Ockham and the fourteenth century: nominalism. The importance of nominalism for some major
protagonists of early modern science—Bacon, Hobbes, Locke, Glanvill, Hume—has been well-established.® Nominalism
also played a prominent role in the thinking of major historicists, especially Chladenius, Herder, Ranke, Rickert, Simmel
and Weber, who, in differing ways, explicitly affirm it. The nominalist holds that whatever exists is determinate or
particular, that universals are only constructions of our mental activity, existing neither in things nor in a separate
intelligible world. Such a thesis is the rationale for several of the defining doctrines of historicism. First of all, it explains
the historicist's emphasis upon the omnipresence of change, for his elimination of eternal essences and permanent forms
from the flux of history. Like a true nominalist, the historicist condemns these essences and forms as hypostases, as
reifications of abstract terms. Second, nominalism is also the source and rationale for the historicist's principle of
individuality. The reason the historicist makes the individual the goal and subject matter of history is because for him only
the individual is real. Because of their nominalism, historicists would say that history is the most real science of them all.
After all, it alone focuses upon what is real: the particular; the other sciences, viz., physics, chemistry, in their attempt to
formulate general laws, leave behind concrete reality. Finally, nominalism is the source of the relativism so often
associated with historicism. Because of his nominalism, the historicist would urge the historian to honor a specific
methodological precept: to be precise; to identify the determinate causes of a determinate action, the particular
embodiments of a particular thought or intention. The meaning and purpose of a thought, intention, value or belief did
not exist apart from the determinate context, actions and words that expressed or embodied it. Since these expressions
and embodiments are so different, indeed incommensurable, there cannot be a single form of human nature, reason or
value. To talk about reason, value or human nature in general, apart from their specific expressions or embodiments in a

specific time and place, is to indulge in mere abstractions.



Though prevalent and fundamental, this nominalist strand of historicism has been often overlooked. Indeed, the popular
view is that historicism, because of its holism, is infested with metaphysics. Holism appears to involve commitment to
abstract entities, to universals that exist apart from and prior to the parts that compose them, which is the very antithesis
of nominalism. Surely, it seems, the nominalist should reject holism; since he insists that the particular alone has a self-
sufficient or independent existence, he should maintain that the whole is only an abstraction, a composite of particulars. It
is important to see, however, that holism and nominalism can be perfectly compatible. Holism need not involve any
commitment to the existence of universals: the whole too can be individual, its parts mere abstractions from it. The holist
need not claim that the whole existsseparate from its parts; he can indeed insist that the whole exists only in and through
them, and that it has only a logical or explanatory priority over them. As Aristotle taught long ago, what is first in order of
being—the particular—need not be first in order of explanation or reason—the universal.? It is indeed this apparently
paradoxical nominalist holism, or holistic nominalism, that is a fundamental and common characteristic of the historicist
tradition. It is a deep misunderstanding, indeed a caricature, to charge historicism with hypostasis, essentialism,

mysticism, or any belief whatsoever in abstract entities. 1

2. History as a science

Historicism was more than an abstract intellectual tendency, the attempt to historicize thinking about the human world.
What makes it a single, coherent and continuous intellectual tradition is its agenda, goal or program.u This agenda was
simple but ambitious: to legitimate history as a science. Its aim was not to make history a science—arguably, it had already
become that since the Renaissance—but to show what makes history a science. All the thinkers in the historicist tradition,
whether naturalist or anti-naturalist, wanted to justify the scientific status of history. They used “science” in the broad
sense of that term, one corresponding to the German word “Wissenschaft,” i.e., some methodical means of acquiring

knowledge.Q Although the historicists had very



different, even conflicting, conceptions of such science, they shared the same general goal of justifying the scientific
stature of history. The intellectual revolution of historicism went hand-in-hand with this new attitude toward history, the

modern belief that history could become a science in its own right, deserving all the status and prestige of the new natural

sciences.

To avoid anachronism, it is important not to read modern or positivist preconceptions of science into the historicist
program. One of these preconceptions is the opposition between science and art. Although the historicists wanted to make
history a science, many of them did not see that goal as compromising its status as an art. Herder, Humboldt, Ranke and
Simmel saw history as in equal measure both science and art. It is only with Droysen, later in the nineteenth century, that
a sharp distinction appears between art and science; and even then his distinction was not popular. The relationship
between science and art later became an issue within the historicist tradition, one that divided the historicists among
themselves; but the entire tradition should not be identified with the idea that history should be a science and not an art.
Another preconception is the assumption that history can be a science only if it achieves complete objectivity, i.e., results
that are valid completely independent of the standpoint of the historian. From the very beginning of the historicist
tradition in Chladenius, the claim was made that history can be a science yet also be perspectival, i.e., valid only from the
standpoint of the historian. Such perspectivalism was meant not to undermine but to support the scientific status of
history: knowledge can still be relative to a perspective, and it is only by recognizing its relativity that we avoid the errors
involved in making absolute or transcendent claims. This argument is later advanced, in one form or another, by Herder,
Droysen, Simmel, Weber and the neo-Kantians. Whether or not history demands objectivity was another question
discussed and debated in the historicist tradition. We should not, therefore, equate the whole tradition with a naive claim

to objectivity. If we do that, we end out limiting the entire historicist tradition down to a misreading of Ranke.l2



Whatever its conception of science, the historicist program is, by its very nature, more philosophical than historical. To
justify the scientific status of history, it is necessary to address basic epistemological issues. How is historical knowledge
possible? What is the difference between it and knowledge of nature? What is the relationship between history and art? Is
objective historical knowledge possible? Given such questions, it should be plain that the historicists’' concern was

not first- but second-order history, i.e., historiography, the methods and standards of writing history. Hence historicism
was an essentially philosophical tradition. It came into being in the late eighteenth century when historians began to
reflect philosophically, or when philosophers began to reflect about history.

Although a philosophical tradition, historicism should not be equated with the aims and problems of the philosophy of
history. The historicist tradition was essentially epistemological, involving second-order reflection upon historical
knowledge; it was not metaphysical, involving first-order speculation about the laws, ends or meaning of history itself.
Some of the most important historicist thinkers in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, viz., Humboldt, Ranke,
Dilthey, Weber, were highly critical of the philosophy of history, fearing that any association with its metaphysics would
contaminate or undermine the scientific status of history itself. It is necessary to get beyond the common conception, still

prevalent in the Anglophone world, that historicism was essentially concerned with speculative philosophy of history.M

Adhering strictly to this epistemological conception of historicism, it is not difficult to determine who were the major
historicists, the main thinkers of the historicist tradition. They were all those historians and philosophers who were chief
contributors to the philosophical discussions concerning the scientific status of history. They were J. A. Chladenius (1710—
59), Justus Moser (1720—-94), Johann Gottfried Herder (1744—1803), Wilhelm von Humboldt (1767—1835), Friedrich Karl
von Savigny (1779—-1861), Leopold von Ranke (1795—-1886), Moritz Lazarus (1824—1903), Johann Gustav Droysen (1838—
1908), Wilhelm Windelband (1848—1915), Heinrich Rickert (1863—1936), Emil Lask (1875—1915), Wilhelm Dilthey (1833—
1911), Georg Simmel (1867—1918) and Max Weber (1864—1920).

Doubtless, many historians will find this list much too short, because it does not include many of those eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century figures whose works were fundamental in making history a science. To name just a few, the great
Gottingen historians Johann Christian Gatterer (1727—99), Johann Stephan Putter (1725—1807) and August Ludwig

Schldzer (1735—1809).1—5 Our task, however, is not to trace the rise



in the scientific status of history but only to reconstruct the attempts to justify that status. This means that our study
excludes many historians who were not philosophers, such as Gatterer, Putter and Schlézer, and that it includes many
philosophers who were not historians, such as Rickert, Lask and Simmel. As it happens, most historicists were historians
as well as philosophers, viz., Herder, Moser, Windelband, Dilthey and Weber; but there is no reason, given our definition,
they have to be both.

What about Hegel and Marx? Were they not historicists too? For many scholars, Hegel and Marx were indeed the
paradigms of historicism. After all, they adhered to the general principles of historicism; and they shared the historicist
agenda. Their influence on the study of history has been indeed so great that it seems impossible to ignore them. Arguably,
however, Hegel and Marx fall outside the historicist tradition in the strict sense defined here, because their chief
contribution lies more with the philosophy of history than its epistemology. They were more intent on making history into
a kind of science than justifying its status as a science. At least this is how Hegel and Marx saw themselves, and it is how
they were perceived by most historicists. Humboldt, Ranke, Droysen and Dilthey argued that history could become a
science only by breaking the stranglehold of Hegelianism, whose dialectic method was far too speculative and
metaphysical. Later, Simmel, Rickert and Weber were critical of Marx for similar reasons. They charged that, despite his
repudiation of Hegel's idealist metaphysics, Marx presupposed a materialist metaphysics all his own. For better or worse,
Hegel and Marx were marginalized by the major historicists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

Although it excludes some figures, the concept of historicism developed here is still very broad or inclusive. It makes an
historicist anyone who contributed substantially to the program of justifying the scientific status of history. It does not
equate historicism with any particular view about historical method. Both those who affirmed and those who denied the
affinity of history with natural science are brought under the umbrella of historicism.

In advocating such a broad concept | hope to escape the problems with other prevalent concepts of historicism, all of
which identify historicism with some specific theory about the intellectual foundations of history. Thus some scholars
equate historicism with the attempt to determine general laws of history,& or with the belief that there are goals to
history.u Other scholars do just the opposite: they make historicism the doctrine that the business of history is the study

of the unique or singular and the repudiation of general laws and goals.E Still others simply conflate



historicism with the hermeneutical tradition.t? The problem with all these concepts is that they are too narrow, excluding
many thinkers who, by common consent, are historicists. The first concept would exclude Ranke, Dilthey and Droysen,
who rejected the philosophy of history. The second gives no space for Moser, Herder and Humboldt, who did attempt to
formulate general laws of history. The third concept leaves out Windelband, Rickert and Lask, who, though they had little
conception of hermeneutics, were major contributors to the epistemology of history. If we adopt any of these concepts, we
end out limiting historicism to a few figures, so that it is questionable whether it amounts to a tradition at all.

The ultimate test for any concept of historicism is that it be broad enough to include within it all the thinkers who played
an important role in Meinecke's intellectual revolution. The problem with the other concepts of historicism is that they
exclude some of these thinkers. The most telling testimony against their excessive narrowness comes from the practice of
the scholars who advance these concepts, for they end out discussing in detail thinkers who do not really fit their own
definitions.2® Once, however, we adopt a broader concept of historicism, the inclusion of these figures is entirely defensible;
at least our interests match our definition of the subject matter. Ultimately, the best argument for the broader concept of

historicism offered here is that other scholars have tacitly presupposed it.

3. Historicism and Enlightenment

Why was historicism such an intellectual revolution in the Western world? We have already briefly stated Meinecke's
reasons for this view. But to appreciate fully the depth and breadth of this revolution, we need to measure more precisely

its dimensions and consequences. Just how to do this has been a matter of much controversy and interpretation.

Seen from a broad historical perspective, historicism undermined the perennial search in Western philosophy to

find transcendent justifications for social, political and moral values, i.e., the endeavor to give these values some universal
and necessary validity, some support or sanction outside or beyond their own specific social and cultural context. Such
justifications could be straightforwardly religious viz., divine providence or supernatural revelation; but they could also be
thoroughly secular, viz., natural law or human reason. In either case, historicism questioned their validity.



The historical significance of historicism is best measured by its break with the Enlightenment, which had dominated
European intellectual life during the eighteenth century. The star of historicism rose as that of the Enlightenment fell.
Although historicism grew out of the Enlightenment, some aspects of its program, if taken to their limits, undermined
crucial ideals and assumptions of the Enlightenment. True to the legacy of the Enlightenment, historicism demanded that
we extend the domain of reason, i.e., that we find a sufficient reason for everything that happens. Its contribution to
extending the empire of reason would be to illuminate the historical world as the new natural philosophy had explained
the natural world. But this program eventually undermined the Enlightenment's attempt to provide rational or universal
principles of morality, politics and religion. The more we examine the causes of and reasons for human beliefs and
practices, the more we discover that their purpose and meaning is conditioned by their specific historical and cultural
context, the less we should be inclined to universalize those beliefs and practices. It now becomes difficult, if not
impossible, to provide a universal justification of moral, political and religious beliefs and practices, as if they had a
purpose, meaning and validity beyond one's own culture. Thus the rational defense of moral, political and religious beliefs,
one of the central aspirations of the Enlightenment, proved illusory.

From the perspective of historicism, then, the general problem with the Enlightenment is that it remained, in spite of itself,
too deeply indebted to the legacy of the Middle Ages which it pretended to overcome. The theology of the Middle Ages had
always required a transcendent sanction for social, political and moral values. Although the Enlightenment removed the
religious trappings of such a transcendent sanction, it continued to seek it in more worldly terms, whether that was

natural law, the social contract, a universal human reason, or a constant human nature. All these concepts seemed to
promise a validity beyond the flux of history, a sanction transcending the concrete context of culture, politics and society.
All the thinkers of the Enlightenment—the French philosophes, the GermanAufklarer or the English free-thinkers—
wanted to find some eternal and universal Archimedean standpoint by which they could judge all specific societies, states

and cultures. One of the most profound implications of historicism is that there can be no such standpoint.

For some recent scholars, the thesis that the historical and philosophical significance of historicism rests upon its break
with the Enlightenment is an old myth.A These scholars have argued that the Enlightenment was never an ahistorical age,
and that the methods and standards of writing history of the later historicists were already apparent in eighteenth-century

writers firmly within the Enlightenment tradition. The main



target of their criticism has been Meinecke, who had constantly opposed historicism to the Enlightenment.QRejecting
Meinecke's paradigm as simplistic and misleading, these scholars have advocated instead a continuum rather than a break
between historicism and the Enlightenment.

While it is true that the Enlightenment was not an ahistorical age, and while it is also true that historicism grew out of the
Enlightenment, it scarcely follows that there was no break between historicism and the Enlightenment. These scholars
have corrected the flaws of one crude generalization only by making another: that there is pure continuity between
historicism and Enlightenment. If historicism was indebted to the Enlightenment in some respects, it was opposed to itin
others. The problem is to be precise, specifying the exact respects in which historicism both continued and broke with the
Enlightenment. Here we identify three fundamental points of discontinuity.

A characteristic doctrine of the Enlightenment was individualism or atomism, i.e., the thesis that the individual is self-
sufficient and has a fixed identity apart from its specific social and historical context. This thesis appears constantly in the
social contract doctrines prevalent in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It reflects the widespread belief, voiced by
Rousseau and Hume among others, that there is a permanent human nature, i.e., that people are one and the same
throughout history. This individualism or atomism has been traced to another characteristic tenet of the Enlightenment:
its belief that the proper procedure of science consists in analysis, the dissection of a phenomenon into its constituent
parts.2 This method, which had been used with such success in the natural sciences, was made into a model for the study

of society and state.

It is striking that almost all thinkers in the historicist tradition, beginning with Mdser and Herder in the eighteenth
century and ending with Simmel and Weber in the nineteenth, questioned this individualism. They insisted instead that
human identity is not fixed but plastic, that it is not constant but changing, and that it depends on one's distinct place in
society and history. It is necessary to oppose, therefore, the individualism or atomism of the Enlightenment with the
holism of the historicist tradition. Rather than seeing the whole as reducible to its individual members, each of which
exists independently, historicism insists that the whole is prior to its parts and the very condition of their existence and
identity.

Another defining article of faith of the Enlightenment was its belief in natural law, i.e., that there are universal moral
standards that apply to all cultures and epochs. These



standards were regarded as “natural” because they are based upon a universal human nature, or the ends of nature itself,
and because they do not rest on the positive laws and traditions established in a specific state. The natural law tradition
assumed, therefore, either that there is a uniform human nature throughout the flux of history, or that there is a universal

human reason to sanction the same moral values for all epochs and cultures.

It is telling that the leading nineteenth-century historicists—Ranke, Droysen, Savigny, Dilthey and Simmel—self-
consciously and explicitly rejected the natural law tradition. While this tradition was still alive in some respects in Herder,
Moser and Humboldt, who all use the idiom of natural law, they were also very critical of it. All thinkers in the historicist
tradition held that the doctrine of natural law had illegitimately universalized the values of eighteenth-century Europe as if
they held for all epochs and cultures. To know the values of a culture or epoch, they argued, it is necessary to study it from
within, to examine how these values have evolved from its history and circumstances. The more we examine values
historically, the more we see that their purpose and meaning depends entirely on their specific context, on their precise
role in a social-historical whole. Since these contexts are unique and incommensurable, so are the values within them; it
therefore becomes impossible to make generalizations about what values everyone ought to have, regardless of social and

historical context.

Crucial to the Enlightenment's attempt to rationalize the world was its program of political modernization, especially its
efforts toward bureaucratic centralization and legal codification. The enlightened policies of Friedrich 11 in Prussia, of

Joseph 11 in Austria, and of the revolutionary government in France, strived to create and impose a single uniform legal
code valid for all cities, localities and regions within an empire; the old chaotic patchwork of local and regional customs
and laws were to be abolished for the sake of a single rational constitution. These efforts at legal codification went hand-

in-hand with political centralization, the attempt to govern and administer all parts of a country by a single ruler and

bureaucracy. Local self-government and regional autonomy were to be eradicated as relics of the medieval past.

The historicist tradition began as a resistance movement to this program. Against the Enlightenment's attempt to create
legal uniformity and central control, the early historicists (Modser, Herder, Savigny) defended the value of local autonomy
and legal diversity. Against the Enlightenment's cosmopolitanism, they stressed the value of having local roots, of
belonging to a particular time and place. Thus the principle of individuality had not only an epistemological but also a
moral and political meaning: that locality and nationality, as the very source of personal identity, is to be cherished and
preserved at all costs. Later historicists (Droysen, Simmel and Weber) believed in the inevitability of the centralized
national state; but they were not cosmopolitans and only widened the locus of belonging to include the entire nation.



4. The problem of historical knowledge

Apart from its break with the Enlightenment, there is another reason that historicism marks an intellectual revolution: the
attempt to justify history as a science rejected a paradigm of knowledge going back to antiquity. That paradigm, as laid
down by Aristotle in the Posterior Analytics, states that science consists in “demonstrable knowledge,” where

demonstration consists in “an inference from necessary premises."%

To know a proposition to be true, Aristotle held, it
has to be valid conclusion of a syllogism, all of whose premises are universally and necessarily true, i.e., such that they are
true in all cases and cannot be otherwise.ECIearly modeled around mathematics, Aristotle's ideal of science is scarcely
applicable to history. When measured by such strict standards, history proves to be far from science. Since the subject
matter of history is particular, this or that person or event, and since it is also contingent, such that it is logically possible
for it to be otherwise, it lacks the universality and necessity required of Aristotle's ideal. Aristotle himself had drawn just
this conclusion. It was chiefly for this reason that he placed history below even poetry as a form of knowledge.é Whereas
the historian could say only what a particular person did at a particular time, the poet at least could inform us about
something more universal: what a certain kind of person would do under a certain kind of circumstances.

The stigma against history endured well into the early modern era. Despite the reaction against scholasticism, Aristotle's
ideal of science lived on in some of the major minds of the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. Descartes, Hobbes,
Leibniz and Wolff, for example, upheld Aristotle's model of science as demonstrable knowledge. They insisted that science
consists in a system of provable propositions, all of which are derived from definitions or self-evident premises. To have
scientific status, a proposition must have a universal and necessary validity, so that all empirical propositions, including
historical ones, are not knowledge in the strict sense. On such grounds these thinkers duly banished history from the
realm of science. Hence Descartes, in his Discours de la Méthode, warned that even the most accurate histories should

play no role in the foundation of knowledge.ﬂ And Hobbes, in his De Corpore, excluded history from philosophy “because

such knowledge is but experience, or authority, and not ratiocination.”?®Leibniz and Wolff too were explicit that history,
because it dwells in the realm of particularity and contingency, cannot have the status of science.2 Common historical

knowledge is the lowest grade of knowledge, Wolff once wrote,



because it depends on the senses and gives us no insight into the reasons for things.@ For the early modern rationalists,
then, there is a chasm between the realm of science and history. The historian remained firmly chained in the depths of
Plato's cave.

In an important respect the age of Enlightenment of the eighteenth century only deepened the problem of legitimating
historical knowledge. The foremost value of the Enlightenment was intellectual autonomy, thinking for oneself. To think
for ourselves, we must regulate our assent according to our insight, accepting only those propositions that we can confirm
by our own reasoning or experience. We should never accept a proposition simply on trust or faith, on the basis of
authority alone. Here again history seemed to fail these basic demands. For it is impossible to test its propositions by my
own experience, let alone by my own reasoning. The problem is that history is about the past, and the past is no more,
lying beyond the experience of everyone. While it is possible to repeat the experience required by the natural sciences, it is
impossible to repeat the unique and singular events or actions of history. Hence history per necessitatem has to be based
on testimony, trust and faith in the reports of others. All the more reason to think, therefore, that history, by its very

nature, cannot be a science.

For all its sweeping changes, Kant's Copernican Revolution was not a complete break with the past. Though a sharp critic
of rationalism, Kant still upheld its ideal of science. His endorsement of the rationalist ideal is perfectly explicit when he

states that science consists in a system organized around self-evident principles.ﬂHis allegiance to the mathematical ideal

of the rationalist tradition was also unwavering. It appears in the preface to his Metaphysische Anfangsgriinde der
Naturwissenschaften when he declares that a discipline is scientific just to the extent that its subject matter permits

mathematical treatment.>

How did the historicists respond to these challenges? How did they attempt to vindicate the scientific status of history in
the face of Kant, the Enlightenment and the rationalist legacy? There were many different responses, all of them complex
and intricate, which we will discuss more fully in later chapters. Here we sketch only an overview of some major

developments.

Already in the late seventeenth century one line of response was clear. Infected by the new rationalist spirit, many early
modern historians in France and Holland, viz., Pierre Bayle, Jean Baptiste Dubot and Lenglet du Fresnoy, began to

demand higher standards of proof in history itself.32 These “historical Pyrrhonians” applied Descartes' method of doubt to

history. They were skeptical of the traditional sources, which they



would accept only insofar as sufficient evidence could be provided for them. All sources had to be authenticated, as far as
possible, by going back to their origins and checking them against originals in archives. Just as Descartes once established
rules for scientific method, so there were now rules of historical method, viz., accept only those reports that had been
written by eye witnesses, that could be confirmed by other contemporary accounts, that were consistent with other
testified facts, and so on. Historians now realized that the simple humble fact was more a goal than a starting point of
enquiry. This new rationalist spirit in history grew slowly throughout the eighteenth century, until by the end of the
century it had become the norm, not least in Germany itself. The academies of Munich, Mannheim and Géttingen, for
example, now demanded that, before acceptance for publication, all historical works had to be based on a thorough study

fﬁ

of the sources, and that these sources had to be cited in the work itself.= The historicists of the late eighteenth and

nineteenth century in Germany were all champions of this new rationalist spirit. Its greatest exemplar in the nineteenth

century was Ranke, who was simply the symbol and culmination of a long tradition.

Another line of response was inspired by Bacon, who, in the beginning of the seventeenth century, spearheaded the
reaction against the Aristotelian tradition and its demonstrative paradigm of knowledge. In his Novum Organon Bacon
attacked the demonstrative paradigm as an ineffective means for the investigation of nature. While demonstration is a
useful tool for the exposition and organization of knowledge that is already acquired, it is useless as a method for the
discovery of new knowledge. To make discoveries, we must do more than simply reason about nature; we must go directly
to her and force her to answer our questions, i.e., we must conduct experiments. We will know something about nature if
we have the power to take her apart and then to put her back together again. Hence knowing nature is not just a matter of
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thinking but of acting: “human knowledge and human power meet in one.”> The skeptic's doubt that we can know nature

could be countered with the simple fact that we have power over her, that we can make her do our bidding.ﬁ Bacon
succeeded in discrediting the old demonstrative paradigm not least because he showed its vulnerability to skepticism. As a
critique of that paradigm, the skeptic's attack on knowledge is unanswerable, for it shows correctly that nature cannot be

known through reasoning or demonstration alone.

Although Bacon was tireless in stressing the social and political benefits of his new method, he saw it chiefly as a means to
investigate nature. Seeing its significance and application to the human world was the contribution of Giambattista Vico's

1725 Scienza Nuova. It was Vico's great discovery that Bacon's paradigm applies to the



human world even more than the natural one.*Z The social and political world should be perfectly intelligible to us, Vico
argued, for the simple reason that it is our own creation. While human beings can know little of the natural world, because
they make so little of it, they can know much of the cultural world because its laws, languages, institutions and arts are
their own productions. Though Vico's work was little known in Germany, the Baconian paradigm behind it was spread
through another powerful agent: Kant. Bacon's paradigm was nothing less than the spirit behind Kant's “new method of
thought.” In the preface to his Kritik der reinen Vernunft Kant had made a priori knowledge the paradigm of all
knowledge, and contended that we know objects a priori only to the extent that we make them.®® Our own knowing
activity is transparent to ourselves, he argued, so that we know things to just the degree that we produce them. It was
indeed not for nothing that Kant made a citation from Bacon's Instauratio Magna the motto for his work.

So, despite Kant's persistent rationalism, despite his ahistorical conception of reason, and despite his complete lack of
“historical sense,” his philosophy still had a revolutionary significance for the new human sciences after all. That
significance came from its Baconian paradigm of knowledge. Though Kant himself did not foresee the application of his
principle to the social and cultural world, its implications were clear enough for later generations. Humboldt, Ranke,
Droysen, Rickert, Lazarus, Lask, Dilthey, Simmel and Weber all applied Kantian principles to historical knowledge itself.
The new Kantian paradigm seemed to unlock, at least in principle, the entire human world, past and present. We can
understand the human world, they believed, for the simple reason that we have made it, and whatever we create is
perfectly transparent to ourselves. By the same token we also have the power to understand the past because we have the
capacity to relive it, to engage in the same creative activities as people once did before us.

As important as Bacon's paradigm was for the new up-and-coming science of history, it still was not sufficient to justify its
scientific status. After all, we, the present generation, do not create all the past; indeed, we are the heirs of a massive
inheritance, a powerful apparently alien force that shapes the present and the world in which we now live. How, then, do
we know that past, the one that we do not create and that creates us? It is in just this respect, however, that historicism
once again shows itself to be revolutionary. Historicism involves a completely new attitude toward the past, one that
makes the past part of the living present rather than something lost and gone forever. For the historicist, the past is not
something alien to us but it lies deep inside us; it does not disappear but remains present with us here and now, for it is
the past that has made us who we are. Behind this new attitude toward the past was the new holistic anthropology of
historicism, the anthropology developed by Herder, M&ser, Savigny



and Humboldt, which reacted against the individualism or atomism so characteristic of the Enlightenment. According to
that older anthropology, the individual has a fixed nature and identity independent of its specific culture, its particular
place in society and history; the individual remains essentially the same even if its culture changes, and even if we move it
to a different place in society and history. The past does not live on inside the individual because history plays no role in
forming his identity. According to the new historicist anthropology, however, the individual's very identity depends upon
its specific culture, its precise place in society and history. The past therefore lives on inside us, having made us who we
are. This new anthropology means that we can determine who we are only by returning to our origins and roots. To
recover the past, then, we only have to retrace the steps by which we came into being, to unravel what is already within us.

But even granting this point, a skeptic would say, does not justify bestowing scientific status upon history. For even if we
admit that history makes us who we are, we are still in no better position to determine what actually happened in the past.
After all, we cannot know the past simply through introspection. We cannot escape the fact that knowledge of the past is
painful detective work, a matter of making sense of a few scraps of information, of reconstructing the odd bits and pieces
of evidence that we find in records and remains. But any such reconstruction, it seems, is far from the certainty required
by science. Here again, though, the historicist was ready with a reply to this kind of skepticism. This response was first
formulated by Chladenius in the 1750s, and his line of reasoning in many respects represents the tradition as a whole. In
his 1751 Allgemeine Geschichtswissenschaft Chladenius had argued against the historical Pyrrhonist that historical
enquiry has its own sui generis standards of knowledge, and that it should be measured by them alone rather than some
unattainable standard of demonstration. While historical knowledge is indeed often uncertain, it makes no sense to doubt
it wholesale simply because it is indemonstrable; history is not mathematics, and we should not expect it to be so. As
Aristotle once said, we must expect no more exactitude of a discipline than its subject matter permits.ﬂ Of course, we can
doubt many historical propositions, but that is because they do not conform to the standards of evidence appropriate to
history, and not because we cannot prove it more geometrico. Chladenius explained in great detail the specific rules that
the historian would follow in assembling and assessing evidence. These rules ensured standards and rigor; and if followed,
they could provide the historian with sufficient certainty about his subject matter, or at least the certainty that he could
not have certainty, which is also a token of science.



5. Social and historical context

The fundamental principle of historicism is that all human actions and ideas have to be explained historically according to
their specific historical causes and context. That principle is self-reflexive, of course, applying to historicism itself. It too is

intelligible only if we place it within its specific social and historical context.

Whatever the deeper cultural and political sources of historicism, its immediate social and historical context was set by the
institutions in which history was learned and taught, i.e., the universities. The attempt by historicists to justify the
scientific status of history reflects the struggle in German universities, which goes back to the sixteenth century, to make
history an independent faculty. If history were a science, the historicists believed, it should have the same status and

prestige as other disciplines, and so it too should be an autonomous faculty.

For the historicists, much was at stake in this struggle. It was not only a question of status and prestige; it was also a
matter of liberating themselves from servitude. For centuries in Germany, history had to serve as a handmaiden to other
disciplines, especially theology and law. If, however, history were autonomous, it would finally have the right to pursue its
own agenda, independent of the research goals of other disciplines. No less important, it could make a claim to funding.

After the reform of the universities in the post-Napoleonic era, scientific status became indispensable to claim government

support. The ethic of Wissenschaft was the raison d'étre of the entire modern university system.@

Ever since the late Middle Ages, history had a humble place in German universities.*! The faculties of the medieval
university had a hierarchical structure, where history played a minor role at the lowest level. There were three “higher
faculties”—law, medicine and theology—where theology stood at the top of the pyramid, followed (in descending order) by
law and medicine. At the base of the pyramid there lay “the lower faculty”: philosophy. “Philosophy” was then a composite
name for many different disciplines. It comprised the traditional liberal arts, which were divided into

the trivium (grammar, rhetoric and logic) and thequadrivium (arithmetic, geometry, music and astronomy). The purpose
of the higher faculties was to give vocational training, whereas the aim of the liberal arts was to give the student a general
education in his first years. Since their aim was to prepare the student for the higher faculties, the liberal arts were
essentially cast in a service role. As a small part of one of the liberal arts, history was a very minor servant, an appendentia

artium. History was part of the trivium because it was



generally regarded as a part of rhetoric. Although the subsumption of history under rhetoric appears strange by modern
standards, it is easily comprehensible once we consider the general humanist practice of teaching through classical texts.
The chief sources of history were classical authors—Herodotus, Thucydides, Livy and Caesar—and understanding their
texts required considerable philological expertise. And so it was that professors of history were usually professors of

rhetoric or even poetry.

The study of history in German universities was introduced by humanists in the late fifteenth century.ﬂ They saw history
as an integral part of a person's general education. This was not least because the classical historians were good models of
style, for learning how to speak and write Latin well. Tacitus and Livy were as imitable as Ovid and Horace. The
humanists' chief argument for studying history was, however, moral. The ancient historians taught moral precepts by
means of examples. They showed the good consequences of right actions, the terrible consequences of wrong ones, and so
encouraged the student to follow virtue and shun vice.

Still, these were only reasons for studying pagan history. The main reason for learning history in the early modern era was,
of course, religious. Since history unfolded according to divine design, studying it was a means of understanding
providence, the ways of God on earth. Such was Melanchthon's justification for the study of history, which he made an

essential part of the liberal arts curriculum in Protestant universities.*

Whether for moral or religious reasons, history in the post-Reformation era was not studied for its own sake but
essentially for pedagogical reasons. There was little reason or incentive to engage in critical historical enquiry. Since the
texts studied already had classical or sacred status, their truth or value was taken for granted. Not surprisingly, professors

of history regarded themselves more as pedagogues than scholars.

Although it was not studied for its own sake, and although it had a lowly status in the university curriculum, the study of
history was still valued in the early modern era. From the beginning of the seventeenth century, it was generally assumed,
for sacred or secular reasons, that history is an invaluable guide to life, a magistra vitae as Cicero called it. In the period
between Melanchthon's death (1560) and the onset of the Thirty Years War (1618), history had acquired a definite place
within the curriculum, and its role was even expanding.ﬂ There was a history professor in all universities, whether
Protestant or Catholic. Although the history professorship was usually coupled with rhetoric or poetry, there were in some
Protestant universities even independent chairs in history within the philosophy faculty. Rostock, Wittenberg and
Heidelberg all had separate chairs, and the new University of Helmstedt had even two. One of the most fruitful

developments for the study of history was that Melanchthon made universal



history into a regular part of the curriculum in Protestant universities.*> Universal history then became the basis for

instruction in history; well into the nineteenth century Ranke would give lectures on the subject.

The prestige of history improved greatly in the eighteenth century.ﬁ Though still seen as a liberal art, history found an
increased role in theology and jurisprudence. It became a specialty within the theological and legal faculties, so that they
had their own chairs of history. Theological faculties established chairs of ecclesiastical history, legal faculties chairs for
legal history. It was especially in the law faculties that history prospered. There had always been the closest connection
between law and history: precedents had to be studied, titles to property investigated, claims to nobility authenticated;
understanding Roman law required knowledge of Roman history and culture, while understanding German customary law
demanded study of the Middle Ages. The alliance of history with law had already become explicit and official after the
Thirty Years War (1648).ﬂ The new structure of the Holy Roman Empire gave rise to a wealth of legal cases whose
settlement required careful historical enquiry. That trend grew apace in the eighteenth century with the expansion of the
territorial states. When the administration of these states grew, so did the need for more trained lawyers and bureaucrats.
Since universities had to meet the needs of the state, law faculties had to expand, and with them the need for historical
research. And so, by the middle of the eighteenth century, the University of Gottingen, the most modern university in

Germany, had established several chairs of history within its legal faculty.

Although the status of history had grown in the eighteenth century, it still had no autonomy, no research agenda of its own.
Its status was essentially that of a handmaiden or Hilfswissenschaft to theology and jurisprudence. There were still no
independent faculties of history. Though there were indeed independent chairs, they were never joined together to form a

single department.ﬂ

With all the upheavals of the revolutionary era (1789—1814), the fate of history improved dramatically. The winds of
political change swept over the universities. Napoleon abolished many of the traditional universities, and the few
remaining ones had to modernize quickly to survive. Regarding the purpose and structure of the modern university, a new
revolutionary doctrine arose. The leading theorists of educational reform in the 1790s and early 1800s—Kant, Fichte,
Schelling, Schleiermacher and Humboldt—made philosophy the supreme faculty in the organization of the



university.ﬁ This was a virtual reversal of the traditional order: the lower faculty now became the highest!ﬂ

Philosophy
was accorded such stature for various reasons: it alone was critical while other faculties rested on authority; it alone gave a
systematic grasp of the whole extent of knowledge; it alone could teach people scientific thinking as such. The ascent of
philosophy to supreme place in the hierarchy meant a corresponding elevation for its old appendage. History, once the aid
of the lower faculty, now became the page of the highest. It is noteworthy that the reformers placed history on the same
level as the natural sciences, which had been growing in prestige since the seventeenth century. Many reasons were also
given for the new place of history in the academic hierarchy: history was the basis for understanding human nature;
history was integral to philology, which was crucial to critical thinking; history, along with nature, was one of the two
appearances of the absolute; history was the tool of national memory, the means of preserving traditions and values
destroyed by the Revolution; and so on. Whatever the reason, all these reformers were in accord that history is worth
studying for its own sake, and that it should not simply serve as an aid to church or state. It was Schiller who spoke best
for a new more idealistic generation when he belittled the Brotwissenschaften—the old professional schools of theology,
law and medicine—and stressed the intrinsic value of history, which alone held the key to understanding human

beings.ﬂ While there was a wide gap between the reformers' theories and reality,ﬂ their thinking still indicates an
important change in mentality, a new attitude toward history. The idea that history is a science in its own right, having its
own standards and methods and worth pursuing for its own sake, became more and more of a reality in the course of the

nineteenth century.

The model university for the reform movement of the early nineteenth century was the new University of Berlin, which
was inaugurated in 1810. It was fortunate for history that the minister in charge of the new university was Wilhelm von
Humboldt, one of the leading historical thinkers of his age who happened to see history as the queen of the sciences.> It
was in Berlin that history became for the first time a faculty in its own right, independent of theology and law. The first
professor of history there was Barthold Georg Niebuhr (1776—1831), who gave his first lectures in the winter semester of

1810. By all accounts, Niebuhr's lectures, on Roman history, were a



triumph, inaugurating a new era for history.ﬂ From then on, almost without interruption until the end of the century,

Berlin would offer lectures on the theory and methods of history.i

Yet history's struggle for recognition and liberation was not over. Its deliverer now threatened to become its new master.
While philosophy had liberated history from the shackles of theology and law, it posed the danger of a new form of
servitude. It was not that philosophy wanted to lay down the agenda for historical research; it was more than happy to
grant history autonomy in its choice of subject matter. The problem was that the philosophers—Schiller, Fichte, Schelling
and Hegel—had little idea of, or appreciation for, the distinctive methods and goals of historical research. They saw history
as part of philosophy, and they could conceive it only as the philosophy of history. So now the danger of servitude was one
of form or method instead of content or agenda. Just as it had once freed itself from theology and law, history would have
to liberate itself from philosophy. This last struggle for autonomy would take place throughout the nineteenth century
when Savigny, Ranke, Droysen and Dilthey defended the sui generis status of history and rebelled against the idealist
philosophy of history.

The struggle for autonomy and recognition finally came to fruition in the later half of the nineteenth century. Now there
were not only chairs for history but independent faculties organized according to historical categories (ancient, medieval
and modern). The old chairs for history in theology and law seceded and became elements of the history faculties
themselves. In a telltale sign of the growing scientific status of the discipline, more than half of the German universities

now offered lectures on “Historik,” i.e., the methods and standards of historical research.>® The golden years of German
historicism were from 1850 until the late 1880s.> History enjoyed greater prestige than ever before, and it was regarded

as a science no less than chemistry or biology. And so it was that the nineteenth century became the age of history just as
the eighteenth had been that of reason.

6. The crisis of historicism?

In 1921 Ernst Troeltsch wrote a popular article for the Deutsche Rundschau with the catchy and dramatic title “Die Krise
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des Historismus.”= The idea that historicism was in a crisis, that it was heading for self-destruction, proved infectious.

Since Troeltsch's



article appeared, the crisis of historicism has been a regular trope in discussions of this topic. It is as if it were an
incontestable fact that historicism somehow collapsed and disappeared during the first decades of the twentieth century.

The only problem, it seems, is to explain the reasons for this puzzling fact.

It is necessary to ask, however, if there really was a crisis of historicism after all. Although historicism ceased to be a
dominant force in German intellectual life after the 1920s, there are reasons to doubt that its demise had anything to do
with a crisis, some deep tragic flaw hidden within the tradition itself. If there were a crisis, that had to do with the
problems historicism created for its critics rather than any inherent problem of historicism itself. Troeltsch saw a crisis in
historicism chiefly because it threatened his own conservative religious views. Talking about a crisis of historicism was a
clever rhetorical device for foisting his own spiritual crisis upon his enemy. The reasons for doubting the objective
existence of this crisis grow when we note that there are many theories about the crisis of historicism. There are as many
crises of historicism, it turns out, as there are objections to historicism itself. A quick survey of secondary literature will
find at least five different versions.

Which of these theories is correct? All of them and none. All of them, because they all point to real problems in the
historicist tradition; none of them, because they cannot explain the disappearance of the historicist tradition. Behind all
accounts of the crisis of historicism there was the tacit assumption that historicism disappeared because of some deep
tragic flaw or inconsistency. But, as we have seen, there is ho unanimity about this flaw or inconsistency; and even if there
were such agreement, there is no reason to believe that historicism would disappear because of it. Since when does an
intellectual movement disappear simply because of intellectual or theoretical difficulties alone?

There is, however, a much simpler explanation for the decline of historicism. Here we only need to recall the original
project behind historicism: to have history recognized as a science. In attempting to achieve this goal the historicists were

remarkably



successful, at least in the sense that history became an autonomous faculty in universities, a recognized academic subject
having the same prestige as the natural sciences. Skeptics only need to consider the remarkable rise of history as an
academic discipline in Germany since the movement began in the middle of the eighteenth century. So the reason for
historicism's demise is simple: having achieved what it set out to do, historicism did not need to exist anymore. On this
reading, historicism was not an abject failure but an astonishing success. Indeed, since it continues to exercise such
enormous influence, it never really died at all. It continues to live in all of us, and it is fair to say that, as heirs of
Meinecke's revolution, we are all historicists today.
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Chladenius and the New Science of History

1. The German Vico

The history of historicism should begin with Johann Martin Chladenius (1710-59). The name is still unfamiliar in the
Anglophone world. There are only passing mentions of him in the standard histories of historiography,l and Collingwood
ignores him entirely. Only in 1994 did Kurt Mueller-Vollmer provide a short excerpt and translation of some of his

writings for The Hermeneutics Reader.zlgnorance about Chladenius is understandable, given that, for more than a
century, he had virtually lapsed into oblivion. Yet such neglect was also in inverse ratio to his merits and significance.
Chladenius had published in 1742 the first systematic treatise in German on hermeneutics, his Einleitung zur richtigen
Auslegung verninftiger Reden und Schriften; and in 1752 he published the first systematic treatise in German on
historics, Allgemeine Geschichtswissenschaft. Chladenius's tragic fate invites comparison with his great Italian
counterpart and predecessor, Vico. Both were pioneers in the study of history, both were unduly neglected, only to be

rediscovered much later. Chladenius was thus the German Vico.

Chladenius's life was very ordinary, the kind unlikely to lift him from obscurity. Most of his days were spent in the
provinces, far from the limelight, and his career was typical of a minor German academic in the early eighteenth century.
Chladenius was born in 1710 into a Protestant family in Wittenberg, the little university town that was once the seat of the
Reformation. His grandfather was a Protestant clergyman who had fled from Hungary to Germany because of his
Protestant faith. His father was also a Protestant clergyman who eventually became professor of theology in Wittenberg,
occupying Luther's own Lehrstuhl. All his life Chladenius would remain fiercely loyal to the Protestant faith of his
forefathers, which, as we shall soon see, became the spiritual force behind his hermeneutics and historics. The young
Chladenius received an elite education at the gymnasium illustre in Coburg, and in 1725 matriculated at the



University of Wittenberg, where he studied philosophy, philology and theology. After receiving his Magister in 1731
Chladenius began to lecture at Wittenberg. Intent on an academic career, he led a precarious existence as

a Privatdozent there until 1739, when he was finally recommended for the next available professorship in philosophy. In
1742 he became Professor extraordinarius in Leipzig, where he taught ecclesiastical history. Now, it seemed, Chladenius
had achieved his academic ambitions and could enter into the cultural scene, for Leipzig in the 1740s was the very center
of German cultural life. But, for obscure reasons, he left Leipzig in 1744 to become Rektor of his alma mater,

the Gymnasium illustre in Coburg. Chladenius returned to university life in 1747, when he was appointed professor of
theology at the new university of Erlangen. There he taught theology, poetry and rhetoric until his early death in 1759.
After his death all traces of him disappear. No major thinker of the eighteenth century mentions him. Only Ludwig

Wachler, in his study of modern historiography, complained about Chladenius's undeserved obscurity.3

Chladenius's fortunes began to change in the late nineteenth century.4 In 1889, in his widely used Lehrbuch der
historischen Methode, Ernst Bernheim declared Chladenius's Allgemeine Geschichtswissenschaft to be the first work to
develop a systematic epistemology of history. “To my knowledge, the first [thinker] to have attempted to determine the
relation of historical method to the theory of knowledge and logic was J.M. Chladenius in his book Allgemeine

"3 With these lines Chladenius was rescued from

Geschichtswissenschaft; and after him for a long time there was no one.
oblivion. Further recognition was not long in coming. First Ernst Muller published in 1917 his biographical study of
Chladenius, which still remains the major source on his life.® Then in 1930, in a widely used and respected study of early
historical skepticism, Meta Scheele stressed the important role of Chladenius in the battle against historical
Pyrrhonism.7 Finally, in 1936, in the third volume of his magisterial study of the history of hermeneutics, Das Verstehen,
Joachim Wach deemed Chladenius nothing less than “the founder of the new historics”.® And with that Chladenius had

finally and fully arrived. Though in their studies of the history of historicism Troeltsch and Meinecke



would not mention Chladenius, this was their problem; just because they neglected him, their work was made obsolete. As

if to compensate for their shortcomings, Peter Hanns Reill devoted significant attention to Chladenius in his significant

study of Enlightenment historiography.9

A new chapter in Chladenius's reception began in 1977 with an important article by Reinhart Koselleck.'” Bernheim,
Scheele and Wach had stressed the important role of Chladenius's historics in developing an epistemology of history. The
great achievements of Chladenius lay, in their view, in his analysis of historical discourse and response to historical
Pyrrhonism. Koselleck, however, stressed another important and original feature of Chladenius's historics: his
perspectivalism, his doctrine that all history is determined by the specific standpoint of the spectator and the historian.
For Koselleck, Chladenius's perspectivalism marked a break with the classical doctrine of historical objectivity, which had
been the dominant doctrine since Lucian. Thanks to Chladenius, historians felt liberated, free to accept their own values,
commitments and historical context as an integral, proper and necessary element of historical enquiry. With Chladenius, a
new historiographic tradition begins, one that stresses the legitimate role of the historian's values and historical

standpoint in the construction of history.

To appreciate Chladenius's achievement it is necessary to place him in his immediate historical context, which was largely
set by the rise and spread of Wolffianism throughout Protestant Germany. When the young Chladenius came of age in the
1730s Wolffianism had become the predominant philosophy in Protestant universities. To question it was therefore to
struggle against the current, to rebel against the prevalent view. The greatest intellectual challenge facing Chladenius came
indeed not from skepticism but from Wolff's rationalism. Chladenius himself had endorsed much of Wolff's philosophy,
especially its method of exposition and demonstration, which became a standard feature of his major works. But he
realized that there lay a severe danger in generalizing the standards of Wolffian rationalism: there could be no place for
historical knowledge at all. Wolff had endorsed the old demonstrative paradigm of knowledge: “By science | understand
that aptitude of the understanding that demonstrates everything from incontestable premises.”11 But by such strict
standards history could not be a science at all. Even worse, this would be disastrous for the Protestant faith itself. For, as

an orthodox Lutheran, Chladenius believed that faith



rested on Scripture, and indeed in its literal and historical sense. If the record of divine revelation in Scripture could not be
known, faith too would rest on a shaky foundation. It was this conflict between Wolffian rationalism and Lutheran
orthodoxy that became the chief crux of Chladenius's intellectual development. Resolving it became the guiding motive for

both his hermeneutics and historics.

Such, very crudely, was the challenge Chladenius faced in his early years. Historical Pyrrhonism too was a problem for him,
but it fell under the general cloud of Wolffianism, given that the skeptics had simply applied the classical standard of
demonstrative certainty to historical texts and found them wanting. Chladenius's response was to defend history as a
distinctive form of knowledge having its ownsui generis standards and methods. He argued that history, like every
discipline, has to be measured by its own characteristic criteria, the specific rules necessary to acquire and assess evidence
for claims about its subject matter. While much in history is uncertain, there are still definite rules and standards for
determining that it is so, and it is these rules and standards that guarantee its scientific status as a discipline. But
Chladenius did not rest his case with just these general claims; he rendered his argument plausible by specifying in great
detail just what these rules are and how they can be applied in specific cases.

And so it was that Chladenius later became recognized as the father of historics. He had defended not only the possibility
of history as a science, but also the autonomy of history, the independence of its rules and standards from those of the
normal logic. It is a mistake to think that this view is anachronistic, as if it were a result not intended by Chaldenius.'? He
is all too proud of his originality, all too concerned to lay down the foundations for what he conceives as a new discipline
and science. Nevertheless, we must not lose sight of the eighteenth-century figure behind this modern role. For, as we
shall soon see, Chladenius, unlike later historicists, made his historics and hermeneutics the handmaiden of his theology.
In the final analysis he reveals himself to be very much a man of his time: an orthodox Lutheran struggling to defend his
faith against the onslaught of a new rationalism. He was forgotten not least because, even by early eighteenth-century
standards, he was a conservative, fighting a rearguard action against the growing rationalism of his day. It is only by a feat
of abstraction, when we take him out of his immediate historical context, that we recognize his significance for the larger

historicist movement that would later claim him as one of their own.

2. Foundations of hermeneutics

Before Chladenius's historics there was his hermeneutics.'* A decade before he published his Allgemeine

Geschichtswissenschaft in 1752 he published his treatise on



hermeneutics in 1742, his Einleitung zur richtigen Auslegung verntnftiger Reden und Schriften.'* Gadamer has rightly

warned us against reading Chladenius's hermeneutics as an early form of his historical methodology.15 The chief concern
of the Einleitung is to understand texts, not the past. Nevertheless, there is still a close connection between these works:
Chladenius's hermeneutics is the foundation for much of his historics. The longest chapter of the Einleitung is devoted to
understanding historical texts, which is the basis for most historical research.'® Furthermore, many themes of

the Allgemeine Geschichtswissenschaft first appear in the Einleitung. It is no accident that Chladenius often refers in the

later work to the earlier one.!”

Though in his dedication Chladenius would boast of the novelty of his enterprise, the Einleitung was nothing new or
revolutionary in the history of hermeneutics. It already had many important precedents in the late seventeenth century,
viz., the works of Konrad Dannhauer, J.G. Meister and Johann Heinrich Ernesti.'® Decades before Chladenius, these
authors called for a secular hermeneutics, i.e., one devoted to profane works, and a general hermeneutics, i.e., one that
would interpret all kinds of text; some even proposed making hermeneutics a science in its own right, just as Chladenius
would do. The Einleitung's chief claim to fame could only be that it was the first systematic treatise on hermeneutics in

German."

As the title indicates, the Einleitung is meant to be only the introduction to a theory of interpretation. This does not mean
that Chladenius's aims were primarily pedagogical; they were much too systematic for that.” The Einleitung is intended
as an introduction in the sense that it lays down the basic principles of a generalhermeneutics, i.e., those necessary for the
interpretation of all texts. It does not determine, however, the specific rules required for the interpretation of certain kinds
of texts. Hence Chladenius declines to treat rules for the interpretation of poetry, law or Scripture,



on the grounds that these kinds of text require special principles for their interpretation which it is not the business of a

general hermeneutics to describe (b2—b4).21

Chladenius informs us in his preface that his aim in writing the Einleitung is to make “the art of interpretation” (Auslege-
Kunst)—or what he also calls “hermeneutics” (8176; 96)—into a “science” (Wissenschaft) (a2). Each term has a precise
meaning for him. Interpretation signifies “bringing to bear all those concepts necessary for a complete understanding of a
text” (bl). The art of interpretation means the application of the rules necessary for such a complete understanding; and
to make this art into a science means proving, explaining and systematizing such rules (§176; 96). Chladenius, like most
thinkers of his age, does not distinguish between art and science. He uses “art” in the traditional sense of the ars liberales,

where it signifies the skill to produce anything, be it intellectual or physical.22 Science differs from art only insofar as it

provides a more self-conscious and systematic version of its rules.

In his preface Chladenius declares that hermeneutics should be a science in its own right, having its own sui generis rules
and structure. He complains that the rules of interpretation have become “an appendage” to logic (a3). Though he
mentions no names, he almost certainly has in mind Wolff, who sketched his own theory of interpretation in two very
short chapters of his Deutsche Logik.23 Wolff saw hermeneutics only as an application of logic, i.e., how to think logically
in writing, reading and criticizing books. Silently taking issue with Wolff, Chladenius finds good systematic reasons for
making hermeneutics into a separate discipline. To be sure, the interpretation of texts is an application of logic; but it is

also more than that, because it requires rules that cannot be derived from the laws of formal logic alone.”*

What is necessary to establish the scientific status of hermeneutics? There are for Chladenius two fundamental
prerequisites. First, hermeneutics should be able to achieve certainty; it is not sufficient that it achieves mere
probability.Wissenschaft is the business of knowing, and knowing requires nothing less than certainty. We can establish
certainty, Chladenius believes, through syllogisms, by inferring valid conclusions from true premises. In the Einleitung the
classical paradigm of knowledge as demonstration is still in place. Thus, toward the close of the work, Chladenius develops
the concept of a “hermeneutical demonstration” which will prove the correct reading



of a text (§§752—3; 596—600). Such demonstrations will show, against all skeptics, that there can be certainty in
hermeneutics. Second, hermeneutics must be able to find, explain and systematize its own sui generis rules. Chladenius's
concern with rules was a hallmark of the Wolffian school, which had made rule-following the very paradigm of
rationality.ZSChIadenius's call for rules is indeed reminiscent of two other prominent Wolffians in the mid-eighteenth
century: Gottsched and Baumgarten. Gottsched strived to make poetics a science, and Baumgarten aspired to make
aesthetics a science, by establishing the special rules for these disciplines. What Gottsched did for poetics, what
Baumgarten did for aesthetics, that Chladenius would now do for hermeneutics. Like poetics and aesthetics, hermeneutics

could become a distinct discipline and science by discovering, justifying and systematizing its sui generisrules.

It is ironic that, though he aspires to make hermeneutics independent from logic, Chladenius still clings to the model of
logic in his attempt to justify its scientific status. He tells us in his preface that just as logic begins with the simplest parts
of discourse (concepts), then proceeds to more complex parts (judgments), and finally reaches the most complex
(inferences), so hermeneutics should do the same, starting with the simplest parts of texts and gradually proceeding to the
text as a whole (a5). The rationale for this procedure seems self-evident to Chaldenius. The attempt to interpret whole
texts before their parts would be like the attempt to build a city before one knew how to erect a single house. But, as
plausible as this might sound, one need not see things this way. A meaning holist would insist that texts do not have self-
sufficient parts like cities have self-standing buildings, but that the text is an indivisible unity where the meaning of each
part depends on its place in the whole. It is a revealing feature of Chaldenius's hermeneutics that he rejects this holistic
view and adopts a more atomistic one, according to which the meaning of a whole is dependent on its self-sufficient parts.
In this respect Chladenius was still very much in the rationalist tradition of Leibniz and Wolff, which held that

understanding involves analysis, i.e., the dissection of a whole into more basic units.

Granted that hermeneutics should begin with the simplest parts of texts, what are those parts? It is, Chladenius declares,
the sentence (a5). Why is it not the word, given that each sentence consists in words? After all, this would be more
consistent with the method of logic, which begins with concepts before judgments. Though Chladenius does not explicitly
address this point, it is not difficult, given some of his remarks elsewhere, to reconstruct his rationale for beginning with
sentences. Most concepts that appear in texts, he writes in Chapter 3 of the Einleitung, are already complex and contain
implicit judgments (88144—5; 79—81). Understanding a text is also for Chladenius very much a matter of reconstructing its

epistemic basis, the evidence for it; and that evidence has to consist in sentences rather than concepts, because only



sentences have a truth-value; concepts by themselves make no judgments, and so are not true or false (§147; 81).

Whatever his rationale for beginning with sentences, Chladenius uses the distinction between forms of sentence to
determine the basic kinds of texts, and so the fundamental parts of hermeneutics. Applying Wolff's distinction between
truths of reason and fact, Chladenius maintains that there are two basic kinds of sentence: universal judgments, whose
truth is demonstrable by abstract reasoning; and particular judgments, whose truth has to be confirmed by sense
experience. Hence there are two fundamental kinds of texts: dogmatic texts (Lehr-btcher), which involve universal
judgments and abstract reasoning; and historical texts, which involve particular judgments based on experience. The
distinction between dogmatic and historical texts was crucial for Wolff, who organized his own hermeneutics around
it.”% It was no less fundamental for Chladenius, whose two largest chapters in the Einleitung are devoted to the

interpretation of historical (Chapter 8) and dogmatic (Chapter 9) texts.

Despite the analogy with logic, Chladenius begins his hermeneutics not, as promised, with an analysis of sentences but
with an account of understanding (Verstehen). This is perhaps more appropriate, given that understanding is the goal of
interpretation. We understand (verstehen) someone, he explains, when we know from his words what he has thought (82;
2). Understanding therefore involves comprehending not only what someone said but also what he or she intended to say;
it is a matter not only of content but also of use. As his theory unfolds, Chladenius becomes more emphatic and explicit
that understanding comprises a grasp of the intention of the speaker or writer, not only the meaning of his or her
sentences. For Gadamer, this is the mistake of all traditional hermeneutics.”’ Though we cannot discuss such a basic
guestion here, we should note the rationale for Chladenius's position. His underlying premise is that the purpose of speech
is communication (81;2), i.e., that people should understand one another through the words that they use. Hence he
defines speech (Rede) as “the activity by which we, by oral means, make known our thoughts to others through words”
(81;2), and he maintains that it can be treated as a form of declaration (Erklarung) about someone's opinions (§§262, 265;
150-1; 152). The purpose of speech or writing is thus to make known the speaker's thinking or meaning. From this
standpoint, understanding content, or what someone says, is only the means toward the end of communication. Since he
is a nominalist,”® Chladenius would reject any attempt to separate content from intention; to assume that there is content

independent of the human beings who create and use it would be for him nothing less than hypostasis.



Chladenius's theory of understanding has to be placed in the general psychological framework of his thought, which he
inherited from Wolff.”” He saw hermeneutics as part of psychology, and its independence from logic meant for him only
that it had its own distinctive place in psychology, “according to the doctrine of the soul” (§8177; 97). Hermeneutics, he
wrote, is one of those sciences that cannot progress without a more exact knowledge of the soul; and since psychology is
still in its infancy, so is hermeneutics (8416; 301). This psychologism went hand-in-hand with Chladenius's nominalism:
since meanings exist only in the intentions and activities of speakers and writers, we need to see them as part of
psychology. Such “psychologism”, a commonplace of the eighteenth century, would be later attacked by Husserl and the

neo-Kantians in the nineteenth century. Before we dismiss it as antiquated, however, we should recognize the nominalism

that is behind it.*

Chladenius's theory of meaning follows from his general psychological views about understanding. Following

Wolff,*! Chladenius defines the meaning (Bedeutung) of a word as the thought (der Gedanke) that we attempt to
communicate to others (880; 39). A word is a sign for a thought, which gives it its meaning (§740; 586—7). Chladenius has
a simple psychological theory about the origin of meaning, according to which a word gets its meaning through association
(881, 40).32According to this theory, we associate words with thoughts through habit, imagination and memory. If in the
past we hear a certain sound, or read a certain sign, in connection with a certain thought, we in the future continue to
connect that sound or sign with that thought (§81; 40).

Chladenius distinguishes four different forms of meaning: proper meaning (eigentliche Bedeutung, significatio propria),
which is the ordinary and literal meaning of a word (882; 41); figurative (verblimte) meaning, viz., metaphors, similes,
which consists in the attribution of a property to a thing that it has only partially (§92; 46—7); accidental meaning, which
arises from context (§129; 72); and finally common (gemeine Bedeutung) meaning, which is the general sense of a word,
that which is defined in a dictionary (§130; 72). Chladenius goes to pains to point out that proper meaning is not the same
as common (8130; 72—3). Proper meaning is opposed to figurative only, whereas common is opposed to both figurative
and accidental meaning (8130; 72—3).

Chladenius's simplistic classificatory scheme seems to underplay the cultural and historical dimension of meaning. Since
his scheme makes context only one source of meaning, and indeed a source that is merely “accidental”, it seems as if
proper meaning is independent of social and historical context, as if it mysteriously stays the same even if its contexts
change.33 These apparent implications are very misleading, however. For Chladenius explicitly states that even

the proper meaning of a word changes over time



(884; 42). He indeed stresses that change of meaning is one of the main sources of difficulty in interpreting ancient
writings. If we are not sensitive to how a word changes meaning, he warns, we find ancient texts incomprehensible (8853,
85; 22, 42—-3). Far from ignoring context, Chladenius emphasizes that the meaning of speech depends on its specific
situation, i.e., when, where and why something is said, and who says it (§8; 4-5). Another reason why understanding
ancient texts is so difficult, he insists, is that their context is not apparent (§831;12). What makes a text old is not its age but
loss of context (§37; 14). “Not years but changes in concepts, morals and customs makes a speech old and
incomprehensible.” (839; 16) Chladenius's emphasis on the historical and cultural dimension of meaning also appears
when he insists that the proper meaning of many words are unique, scarcely translatable from one language into others

(877; 38). He thinks that this is the main reason foreign books are especially hard to understand.

Having explained the concepts of understanding and meaning in Chapters 1 and 3, Chladenius turns to the all important
concept of interpretation in Chapter 4. Interpretation is the art of bringing to bear all the concepts necessary for a
complete understanding of a text (§169; 92—3). But what does it mean to understand a text completely? “One understands
a speech or a writing completely”, Chladenius answers, “when one thinks everything that the words, according to reason
and its rules, can stimulate as thoughts in our souls.” (§155; 86). The phrase “everything the words can stimulate as
thoughts” seems to sanction an imaginative free-for-all, where anything goes that we associate with a passage; but
Chladenius prevents such an interpretative riot by introducing an important qualification: the thoughts must be
“according to reason and its rules”, i.e., these thoughts must be in accord with the grammar and vocabulary of the
language. Hence his definition means: one understands a speech or writing completely when one has all the thoughts
permitted by its grammar and vocabulary. A complete understanding is to have what he later calls a “fruitful
understanding”, which is when a speech or writing arouses all kinds of thoughts in us, though thoughts consistent with its

grammar and syntax (§164; 90).

Prima facie this definition is problematic because such an understanding need not match what the author or speaker
intended to say. According to Chladenius's own definition, understanding a sentence is a matter of comprehending what
the author thought by its words (82;2). Chladenius directly addresses this problem in Chapter 4, and his answer to it is
crucial for his hermeneutics as a whole. To understand a speech or writing completely, he says, should be the same as
understanding the speaker or writer completely (§156; 86). Nevertheless, there is often a gulf between what the speaker or
writer intends to say and what they have actually said or written (§156; 86—7). Since people do not foresee everything, and
since they do not have complete power over a language, they often say or write something they did not intend to say or
write; and so readers often misunderstand their intentions, even though they understand their words correctly.
Chaldenius then concludes that it is necessary to distinguish two things: the meaning of the speaker or author, and the

meaning of the speech or writing.



Since Chladenius distinguishes between the author's intention and the meaning of his words, Gadamer thinks he avoids
the chief pitfall of romantic hermeneutics.>* But if this is a pitfall, it must be said that Chladenius escapes it only to fall
back into it. The distinction between author's intention and meaning made in Chapter 4 plays no significant role in
Chladenius's later account of interpretation in Chapter 10. In this later chapter it becomes clear that, though there is
sometimes a discrepancy between an author's intention and the meaning of his words, the interpreter has to proceed as if
this were not the case. For Chladenius now makes it clear that the ideal or complete interpretation of a text is one that
fully accords with the author's intention. We now learn that the reader should respect the author's intention, and make
understanding it the goal of his interpretation. His reading of the text should reach the author's intention but never go
beyond it; in other words, the reader must not think more or less than the author intended to say by his words (8696; 541—
2). Chladenius's reaches this conclusion by going back to his original conception of speech as communication. He makes
the following argument: since texts are declarations of the author's opinion, and since their purpose is communication, the
interpreter should attempt to understand the author's intention (8694; 540).

Chladenius gives a much fuller account of what he means by “complete understanding” in Chapter 10 of the Einleitung,
which treats the general properties of interpretation. We now learn that the complete understanding of a text involves
three different levels or kinds of understanding (8674; 519). There is first of all the immediate sense (unmittelbarer
Verstand) of a passage, which is the sense that arises from focusing solely on the meaning of its words. We grasp the
immediate sense simply by having mastery of a language, by understanding both its grammar and vocabulary. Then there
is the mediate (mittelbarer Verstand) sense, which arises from “the application” (Anwendung) of a passage to our lives.
The application Chladenius defines as “the activities our souls perform because we have read a certain book” (§425; 308—
9). We know the mediate sense when we understand not only the words the author uses but the subject matter or object he
is talking about. It consists in not only drawing inferences from the immediate sense, but also in applying what is said in
the book to our lives, i.e., seeing what the consequences would be of acting upon it. The application consists in what
Chladenius calls “living knowledge”, i.e., knowledge insofar as it has an influence on our will and actions (88474, 616; 341,
467). Finally, there is the digression (Ausschweifung), which takes the words of the author as the occasion for saying
something new or different. While the immediate and mediate senses are bound by the rules of reason, digression works
according to the imagination, and so is not bound by rules at all. The difference between the mediate sense and the
digression is that the mediate sense must still be based on the immediate, whereas the digression roams far beyond it



(8690; 535—6). When I digress | need not have in mind the words of the author at all, and many other things I say could

have been stimulated by other sources.

Applying these distinctions to the problem of understanding the author's intentions, Chladenius explains that author and
reader should agree regarding both the immediate and mediate sense (8694; 540). There is no special problem in
understanding the author's immediate sense. Provided that the author writes what he means, and provided that author
and reader share the same language, the reader can understand the author's meaning. There is also no problem regarding
digressions, for the simple reason that a digression does not attempt to reflect the author's intention, and so there is no
demand for understanding (8699; 544). There is, however, a serious problem of matching author's intention and reader's
interpretation in the case of the mediate sense. Here it is necessary to observe two rules: (1) that the application cannot
involve some concept of which the author was not aware; and (2) the application cannot imply some concept with which
the author would have disagreed (§706; 554). In either case, the mediate sense attributed to an author is not in accord
with his intention. Chladenius sometimes reads these rules very strictly, so that even drawing a valid inference from an

author's sentences violates his intentions (§611; 464).

What, exactly, does Chladenius mean by the author's intention? When he introduces the concept it is to serve as a limit to
the many meanings that can be read into a text. Hence he defines it as follows: “The intention of an author in a passage or
book, or in general in his exposition, is the limitation of the representation which he has of his subject matter or in the
passage.” (8695; 540). In this sense the author's intention is his purpose in using his words, what specifically he wants to
get across to his reader. Chladenius later gives another more general definition of intention: “the consequence of an action
that we foresee and for the sake of which we are moved to do it” (§723; 573). Applying this definition to an author, his
intention consists in the foreseen consequences of writing his book, especially the application or effect he wants it to have
on his readers. Corresponding to these definitions, there are two kinds of intention: the purpose of writing a specific
passage, the point that the writer wants to get across with his words; and the purpose of writing a book in the first place
(8723; 573). Both kinds of intention have to be taken into account in the complete interpretation of a work, Chladenius
says. Since a passage can have many meanings or applications, an author can have many intentions. There is amid all
these smaller intentions, however, one “chief intention” (Haupt-Absicht), which consists in what the author wants to
achieve most in writing his book (8724; 574). A complete understanding of a text must take into account first and foremost
the chief intention of the author, knowing why he wrote it and how he intended to affect the lives of his audience (§733;
580).

Only in his final paragraphs does Chladenius address the crucial question of how we achieve certainty in matters of
interpretation. There is reason to doubt of such certainty, he concedes, because interpretations are often so different (§735;

581—2). What is there to ensure that the reader or interpreter really understands the meaning of



the author? All certainty of interpretation ultimately rests, Chladenius argues, on the nature of language itself. Since words
are signs for thoughts, people who use the same signs should have the same thoughts (§741; 587). If author and reader
share the same language, they share the same thoughts in using the same signs. Since, furthermore, the use of language is
governed by rules, which are intersubjective, the reader should be able to understand the author's usage, the specific way
he uses his signs (8737; 583). Although there can be doubts about the mediate sense of a passage, there can be certainty
regarding its immediate sense. Such certainty arises from the common meaning of words (§8§743—4; 589—90). Amid all the
different modifications of a word in different contexts, this common meaning stays the same. Even though a word has
many modifications of meaning, even though it has accidental and figurative uses as well as a literal one, one common
meaning remains, providing the basis for the reconstruction of the meaning of complex passages (§744; 590). Although
these modifications make a work more complicated, and so more difficult to understand, they occur according to definite
rules of grammar shared by writer and reader alike (§746; 591—2). Such is Chladenius's confidence in achieving
interpretative certainty that he thinks that we could even demonstrate or prove the meaning of a passage through the
construction of a “hermeneutical proof” (§§752—3; 596—600). Such a proof states in its major premise a rule, and in its
minor premise that a passage is an illustration of the rule; the conclusion then states what the particular passage ought to
mean (88656—8; 503—4). Chladenius realizes that usually such proofs would be tedious and unnecessary; the only reason
he conceives them is to refute skepticism, to show that hermeneutics can, at least in principle, attain the certainty required
of science.

It is evident that Chladenius's final argument in behalf of the certainty of hermeneutics leaves aside the many practical
obstacles in producing an accurate interpretation of a text, viz., the difficulty of reconstructing an author's intention and
context when there are few sources about it, the problems of translating foreign words that have no exact equivalent, and
so on. It is a mistake, however, to regard this as naivité on Chladenius's part.35 He is well aware of these obstacles, and
often emphasizes them. He realizes that in most actual cases certainty is unattainable, and that the interpreter has to
resign himself to knowledge of his own ignorance. It is clear that Chladenius regarded his concept of a complete
interpretation as an ideal that we could approach but never attain. The only point of his concept of hermeneutic
demonstration was to show a logical possibility, to demonstrate that, at least in principle, it was possible to understand

someone's else's meaning.

And despite his obsession with rules, Chladenius was far from seeing interpretation as a mechanical matter, as if its
problems could be quickly resolved simply by the application of the right method. He saw interpretation as an ad hoc
business where the reader struggled through texts and would resort to rules only when he stumbled



across an obscure passage. Auslege -kunst had no magic recipe for resolving obscurities, and the best it could do was
classify the kinds of obscurities and the reasons for frequent misunderstanding (8673; 517). We explain difficult or obscure
passages in the same way in which we explain anything: by reasoning from the known to the unknown (8673; 517). There
is no a priori guarantee that we will be able to resolve the difficulties, and many of them will remain mysteries. So, like all
enquiry, interpretation proves to be, Chladenius concedes, a matter of luck and skill (§673; 518).

3. Motives for a new science

Chladenius's major theoretical work is his 1750 Allgemeine Geschichtswissenschaft.*® His main claim to fame rests upon
this treatise. It is here that he explains the method of history, refutes historical skepticism, and puts forward his
perspectivalism. Obviously, then, understanding Chladenius's historics demands coming to terms with the contents of this
work. Before we proceed to that task, however, it is imperative to have some grasp of Chladenius's intentions and the place
of this work within his opus as a whole. It is especially in this regard that the student encounters difficulties in
understanding Chladenius.

Chladenius explains his reasons for writing the Allgemeine Geschichtswissenschaftin its preface. He traces his plans to
write on history back to his early years as a lecturer in Wittenberg (1732—41). While giving lectures on logic, he says, he
discovered a glaring gap in the conventional conception of this discipline (xiii). Logic claimed to be universal, to be a
purely formal doctrine holding for all kinds of truth and all forms of discourse; but in all strictness it could claim to treat
only oneform of truth and only one kind of discourse. For in its traditional form, logic dealt with universal truths, the
discourse of abstract reasoning; it did not treat the individual truths of experience, the discourse of history. But this was
an extraordinary omission; it was to leave out one half of the globus intellectualis, since, as Leibniz and Wolff taught,
there are two kinds of truth, the universal truths of reason and individual truths of fact. And so Chladenius came to the
idea of a “new science”, one which would lay down rules for investigating historical truth as logic set up as rules for
determining universal truth.

Though apparently straightforward, Chladenius's explanation raises a tricky question. Namely, how, exactly, did he
understand his historics vis-4-vis the standard logic of his day? It is not clear from his preface whether Chladenius
conceives his historics as a new part of logic or as a new science outside of logic. Some passages give the impression that
Chladenius regards historics as a new disci