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Preface 
to the first American paperback edition 

by Paul Oskar Kristeller 

Siegfried Kracauer (1889-1966) was without question one of the most 
gifted, productive, and original writers and thinkers of our time. Each of 
his major publications offered diverse perspectives and methods and thus 
appealed to a broad spectrum of readers. 

Kracauer attended school in his native Frankfurt, and studied archi
tecture, philosophy, and sociology. In 1920 he began to write for the 
Frankfurter Zeitung, then the leading liberal newspaper in Germany. 
From 1924-1933 he was in charge of the Feuilleton section in Frankfurt 
and then in Berlin. His innovations included reviews of cinema, and 
photographic materials. Kracauer subsequently wrote and published, first 
in German and later in English, groundbreaki.ng studies of cinema, a 
novel, and a monograph on white-collar workers, a previously ignored 
social class with its own interests, tastes and political inclinations. This 
analysis of the white-collar worker was a marked advance over Marxist 
sociology, which recognized only the manual laborer and the capitalist as 
social classes worthy of emphasis. At the same time Kracauer was an 
active, but often critical, member of the Institute for Social Research of 
Frankfurt University and a close personal friend of its directors, Max 
Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, who analysed and taught sociology 
and other social sciences from a Marxist point of view. 

In 1933 Kracauer and his wife Lili emigrated to France, where they 
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vi PREFACE 

spent eight years before moving permanently to the United States in 
April, 1941. Many fellow refugees with backgrounds similar to his pur
sued academic careers, but Kracauer was hampered by a speech defect 
that precluded lecturing activities. Kracauer worked for the State 
Department and later for the Museum of Modern Art, the Bollingen 
Foundation, and the Institute for Social Research .. 

I met Kracauer for the first time rather casually i n  his office of the 
Frankfurter Zeitung when I was a doctoral student of the history of phi
losophy at the University of Heidelberg. On the same occasion I visited 
the Institute for Social Research and briefly met its directors, Max 
Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno. I became much better acquainted 
with Kracauer when I joined the Columbia faculty during the academic 
year 1939-40. The Institute for Social Research, still directed by Max 
Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, had relocated from Frankfurt to New 
York and become associated vvith Columbia University, where it occupied 
an office from 1933 to 1945 maintaining close relationships with other 
Columbia departments and with institutes as well as the Union 
Theological Seminary. During this entire period Kracauer was a faculty 
member of the Institute. The Institute's meetings, at which papers on a 
variety of subjects were read and discussed, were attended by many 
Columbia faculty members. I was invited to attend the weekly meetings 
and presented one paper myself in due time. Here Kracauer met the soci
ologists Paul Lazarsfeld and Robert Merton, and it was here that I 
renewed my acquaintance with Kracauer and it became a close personal 
friendship. 
. In 1960 Kracauer began to work as a reviewer and consultant for the 
Bollingen Foundation, an endowed institution whose directors were 
influenced by the psychoanalyst Carl C. Jung, and also by Western cul
tural traditions of classical, medieval, and early modern philosophy, his
tory, philology, and auxiliary disciplines. I have good reason to assume that 
Kracauer, in his capacity a s  a consultant of the Bollingen Foundation, was 
instrumental in giving approval for a 1960 grant application I made to the 
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Bollingen Foundation to publish the first volume of my Iter Italicum: A 

Finding List of Uncatalogued or Incompletely Catalogued Humanistic 
Manuscripts of the Renaissance i n  Italian and Other Libraries (1963). 

Later that year, Kracauer himself began to work on a book on history, and 
frequently consulted with me on this project. He kept in close touch with 
me until his death in 1966. There was hardly a week during which we did 
not engage in lengthy scholarly conversations, at his or my home or at 
some coffehouse or restaurant nearby, or by telephone. I did this gladly 
because I had the highest respect for him as a writer and thinker. 

Kracauer fully realized that this book was uncharted territory for him, 
concerned with historical research rather than with the sociaL sociologi
cal, literary or art historical problems that he had treated in his earlier 
works. He told me repeatedly of his concern that his close friendship with 
Theodor Adorno might be adversely affected by the new turn taken i n  this 
book and because he had abandoned issues that were of major interest to 
Adorno. 

When Kracauer died on November 26, 1966, the book about history 
was unfinished. Of the projected eight chapters, chapters one to four, 
seven, and the first half of chapter five were practically complete in man
uscript form and required only few minor changes. For the second half 
of chapter five, and for chapters six and eight, Kracauer had written some 
drafts or synopses that were quite readable but in need of careful editing. 

At the request of Lili Kracauer and the editors of Oxford University 
Press, I agreed to edit the manuscript for publication. I went over the 
completed chapters and made only minor changes. The unfinished chap
ters required far more extensive editorial intervention. I added a brief 
foreword and an epilogue and revised the footnotes and bibliography. The 
book was published by Oxford University Press i n  New York in 1969, 

three years after Kracauer's death. 
After his death, Kracauer's friends, disciples, and admirers donated his 

papers and correspondence to the Deutsches Literaturarchiv in Marbach, 
where they have been readily accessible to interested scholars. 
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During the following decades, Kracauer's reputation and fame as 
writer and thinker steadily grew, both in Germany and in this country. On 
the occasion of the centenary of his birth, in 1989, the Literaturarchio in 
Marbach mounted a documentary exhibition of his publications, person
al papers, and photographs, thus illustrating and celebrating his life, wf,1k. 
and thought. The exhibition attracted many visitors and traveled to other 
German cities. At the initiative of Professors Mark M. Anderson and 
Andreas Huyssen the exhibition also came to Columbia University in 
March 1990, and a symposium on Kracauer's life and work was organ
ized in conjunction with this exhibition. The speakers included Leo 
Loewenthal, who had known Kracauer personally. The papers of the 
speeches were printed in a special issue on Siegfried Kracauer of tlte New 
German Critique, No. 54, Fal11991, which contains also a selective bib
liography by Thomas Y. Levin. 

While I am pleased with the rediscovery of Kracauer by a new gener
ation of scholars, I see a series of problems in their attempts to adjust 
the thinking, writing, and character of Kracauer to their own theories. 
Especially dismaying to this new generation of scholars is the notion that 
Kracauer adopted some of his ideas from outside the Frankfurt School. 
His last work showed a particularly cle� divergence from the sociological 
approach of the Frankfurt School. 

Two papers which deal specifically with Kracauer's last book on history 
are included in the Special Issue on Siegfried Kracauer of the New 
German Critique, No. 54, Falll991: Gertrud Koch's "Exile, Memory, and 
Image in Kracauer's Conception of History" (pp. 95-109) and Inka 
Miilder-Bach's "History as Autobiography, The Last Things before the 
Last" (pp.l39-157). They neither summarize the book nor indicate that its 
content fundamentally differs from his earlier \vritings. Their footnotes 
cite only books and articles unknown to Kracauer and refer to Kracauer's 
earlier books as if the book on history were in complete agreement with 
them. They also fail to indicate that Kracauer, in the footnotes and bibli
ography of this book, cites for the most part historical, philological, and 
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philosophical sources, never mentions his earlier writings, and very sel
dom refers to the sociologists that predominate in his earlier works. And 
worst of all, they imply and even state iliat history was not his major con
cern. An adequate scholarly interpretation of Kracauer's last work is yet 
to be written. 

This new edition of Kracauer's important last book which has been 
inaccessible for many years, will make the work available for a new gen
eration of readers, and serve as a basis for a new and more adequate inter
pretation. 

Columbia University 
June 1994 

Paul Oskar Kristeller 



Foreword 
to the first edition 

When Siegfried Kracauer died on November 26, 1966, his 
friends were not only grieved by his sudden disappearance, but 

also concerned about the fate of the book on history that had 
been his main preoccupation during his last years and that he 
left unfinished at the time of his death. It was evident from his 
conversations and from the sections of the manuscript which 
he presented to selected readers and to discussion groups 
or published as separate articles that Kracauer had impor
tant things to say on the subject of history; and since he 
came to the subject rather late in life and did not deal much 
with it in his earlier writings, the book on history represents 
a new facet of Kracauer's thought, and without it our appre
ciation and understanding of the man and the thinker would 
remain incomplete. Hence it has been a great relief for his 
friends and associates when they learned that most of the 
chapters of the book had been written by Kracauer before he 
died, and that for those sections that were still unfinished he 
had left detailed synopses that are sufficient to fill the 
gaps and to understand the direction of his thought. We 

are all most grateful to Mrs. Lili Kracauer, and to the 
Oxford University Press, for the care they have taken to pre-

xi 
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serve this important work and to present it to us and to its other 
readers in a form in which it can speak to us. 

The name of Siegfried Kracauer has been known to me ever 
since the time when I was a student at Heidelberg in the 192o's 
and read admiringly many of the articles he published in the 
Frankfurter Zeitung. I met him only during his later years in 
New York, but our acquaintance developed into a close friend
ship of a kind that does not easily or frequently occur among 
older persons. We had very frequent conversations, personally 
and over the telephone, and the chief topic of these conversa
tions was the subject that occupied him mostly in these years 
and that has also been one of my own chief concerns: history. 

Kracauer did not teach or lecture very much, but he was an 
active participant in many colloquia and discussion groups, in
cluding the Seminar on Interpretation at Columbia University. 
Well trained in more than one academic discipline, Kracauer 
did not belong to any one discipline or profession, let alone 
to any particular school of thought. He was a philosopher, 
sociologist, and historian, and above all, a critic and a writer. 
In drawing on many diverse sources, he was able to assimilate 
them into his own original way of thinking, and to make im
portant contributions to a number of different fields. He was 
unconcerned with, and distrustful of, rigid systems and 
methods, and remarkably immune to fashions and to compro
mises. Steeped in a genuine experience that comprised many 
facets of human reality, he impresses both with the richness 
of his insights and with the firmness and lucidity of his verbal 
expression. The strength of his style reflects that of his thought, 
and the less he cared to adapt his words to the passing fashions 
of his day, the more he will have to say to future readers. 

Kracauer's distrust of fixed and definitive systems of thought 
is deep seated and conscious. He avoids theology altogether, 
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and his attitude towards technical philosophy is ambivalent. 
He admires Husserl, but mainly for his appeal to the Lebens
welt. He admires Erasmus precisely because he refuses to 
formulate or endorse any fixed theological or philosophical 
positions. Kracauer's insistence on what is concrete and per
sonal makes him feel closer to writers like Proust or Kafka than 
to the classical philosophers. It is because he does not believe in 
our ability to grasp "the last things" through philosophical or 
theological systems that Kracauer is so much concerned with a 
''provisional insight into the last things before the last." If 
history attracts Kracauer for its provisional character, it also 
does for another reason. As a scholar and moralist, Kracauer 
has a profound desire "to bring out the significance of areas 
whose claim to be acknowledged in their own right has not yet 
been recognized," and to achieve "the rehabilitation of object
ives and modes of being which still lack a name and hence are 
overlooked or misjudged." This concern, as Kracauer knew him
self, links his later work on history with his earlier works that 
had been dedicated to seemingly so diverse problems, and 
especially with his studies of photography and of the film. Thus 
he could insist that history is not quite a science, just as photog
raphy is not quite an art, and would derive some remarkable 
insights from a comparison between history and photography. 

In accordance with Kracauer's general attitude, the present 
book does not attempt to provide a philosophy or methodology 
of history in the form of a systematic exposition. We may 
rather consider it as a series of meditations on some of the 
basic problems involved in the writing and understanding of 
history. He tends to criticize the general theories of history 
formulated by Hegel and Nietzsche, Spengler and Toynbee, 
Croce and Collingwood, and to disregard the theories of Hei
degger and of the analytical philosophers. Kracauer is more 
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inclined, and I tend to agree with him, to listen to the prac
ticing historians, to Ranke and Huizinga and especially to 
Burckhardt, to Droysen and Marrou, Pirenne and Bloch, to 
Butter£eld, Kaegi, Hexter, and Kubler. Kracauer is a keen 
critic and a good quater, but in both criticism and approval he 
is guided by his own insight. His masterly critique of Croce's 
"present interest theory" of history has become once more timely, 
as is his critique of Nietzsche, or of "the current infatuation 
with social history." And some of his striking insights should 
give rise to much further thought and study. "The history of 
ideas is a history of misunderstandings." " ... the assumption 
shared by Marxists and non-Marxists alike, that the establish
ment of a state of freedom from material want will in due time 
benefit the human condition as such is much in the nature of 
wishful thinking." "The effects of social arrangements on cul
tural trends are rather opaque." When Kracauer compares the 
historian to a sightseer, or speaks of the exterritoriality of the 
exile, he benefits from his own personal experience. And when 
he states that truth is both in time and above time, he provides 
a key for understanding the history of philosophy, and intel-. 
lectual history, as a valid undertaking. 

On several important issues, Kracauer hesitates to give a 
definitive solution, but rather formulates a problem and thus 
lays the ground for further thought. The discrepancy between 
general and special history, or as he calls it, macro and micro 
history, represents a serious dilemma. Kracauer seems to think 
that the results of special research are so complicated and so 
resistant to generalization that most of them must be ignored 
by the general historian. I tend to be slightly more hopeful, and 
to believe that the results of special research, after some lapse 
of time, will penetrate the general histories, and that the diver-
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sity of contradictory details can be handled in terms of com
parative and qualified statements. 

Another basic dilemma that Kracauer forcefully presents but 
does not resolve i s  that between chronological time and 
"shaped" time, or between the general sequence of all events 
occurring at a given period, and the specific sequences peculiar 
to one particular area or tradition. Again I should be inclined to 
be more optimistic, and try t o  lay the stress on the pluralism of 
cultural history, while maintaining the concept of universal 
cultural history at least as a regulative idea in the Kantian 
sense. 

Kracauer's refusal to formulate a system also has the welcome 
result that his book is far less fragmentary than might have 
been expected from the state in which he left it. Each chapter, 
each paragraph, and even each sentence have a substance and 
bearing of their own, quite apart from the place they occupy 
in the book as a whole. His introduction states how Kracauer 
became interested in the subject of history, and the place this 
book occupies in relation to his earlier works. The first and 
second chapter deal with the status of history as compared with 
the natural sciences. The third chapter contains a critique of 
the "present interest'' theory of history. Chapter 4, "The His
torian's Journey," stresses the concreteness of historical events, 
and discusses the question to what extent the historian can over
come his own subjective approach. Chapter 5, "The Structure 
of the Historical Universe," discusses the dilemma between 
general and special history. Chapter 6, "Ahasuerus, or the 
Riddle of Time," is primarily devoted to the dilemma of 
chronological and "shaped" time. Chapter 7, "G�::neral History 
and the Aesthetic Approach," has been published and deals 
with the relation between his.tory and the arts. The last chap-
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ter, "The Anteroom," discusses the relation between history 
and philosophy, stressing the intermediary character of history. 

I am grateful for having been asked to add a few lines to a 
book that hardly needs them. For the book embodies much of 
what I have admired most in  Kracauer as a man, thinker and, 
writer. Kracauer was one of the most civilized persons I have 
ever known, endowed with an unfailing sense of  what is 
genuine and what is false in the world in which we live and in 
the traditions that lie behind it He has been able to build 
his own world by selecting from these traditions what he found 
valid and congenial. I profoundly agree with the spirit out of 
which all of his work was written. I admire his experience and 
insight, and the expression he was able to give to it. I feel 
that everything Kracauer says refers to a world that is real, 
to his world which is partly my own, and which I should like 
to become my own. Everything be says and writes is a precious 
testimony of his thought and of his life, and of a world, any
thing but perfect, that he experienced, suffered, and mastered. 
He carries a message which I hope will not be drowned by the 
shrill slogans of our day, but will continue to be heard as long 
as the wisdom and wealth of our civilization, old and always 
new, will retain its meaning for those willing to read and to 
think, and to live and act in accordance \vith their thinking. 

New York, Columbia University 
August 1968 

Paul Oskar Kristeller 

Note 

When the author of this book died in 1g66 he had already com
pleted in virtually final form Chapters One, Two, Three, Four, 
the first half of Chapter Five, and Chapter Seven. The last
mentioned was published in Poetik und Hermeneutik III, Muen
chen, 1968. For the second half of Chapter Five he had left a 
synopsis and an outline. For Chapter Six there exist a synopsis 
and the essay Time and History, published in: Zeugnisse. 
Theodor W. Ador-no zum sechzigsten Geburtstag, Frankfurt 
a.M., 1963; and in: History and Theory, Beiheft 6, Middletown, 
Conn., 1!}66. Synopsis and essay had to be merged. For Chapter 
Eight the author left a synopsis that was less detailed in some 
places. 

The author's synopses for the uncompleted chapters con
tained the basic ideas as well as indications of quotations to 
be inserted into the text. The final choice regarding the 
content of the quotations and the exact place of their 
insertion still had to be made. A large number of file cards 
exists with important material containing thoughts and com
ments of the author that to a certain extent have been 
woven into the text. In preparing the synopses of the un-

xvii 
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finished chapters and related material for publication, it was 
necessary to provide connecting words and phrases, to fill in 
and often to translate quotations from other sources as well 
as to decide bet\veen different versions of the same passages. 
Besides these editorial decisions, the text remains as the author 
left it. 
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1 Introduction 

TI1e ancient historians used to preface their histories by a short 
autobiographical statement-as if they wanted immediately to 
inform the reader of their location in time and society, that 
Archimedean point from which they would subsequently set out 
to roam the past. Following their example, I might as well men
tion that recently I suddenly discovered that my interest in 
history-which began to assert itself about a year ago and 
which I had hitherto believed to be kindled by the impact 
of our contemporary situation on my mind-actually grew out 
of the ideas I tried to implement in my Theory of Film. In 
turning to history, I just continued to think along the lines 
manifest in that book. And all the time I had not been aware of 
this but, rather, assumed that I was moving on new ground 
and thus escaping preoccupations which had kept me under 
their spell for too long a time. Once I had discovered that I 
actually became absorbed in history not because it was 
extraneous to my drawn-out previous concerns but because it 
enabled me to apply to a much wider field what I had thought 
before. I realized in a flash the many existing parallels between 
history and th� photographic media, historical reality and 

The Introduction was written from January 1961 to February 1962. 
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camera-reality. Lately I came across my piece on "Photography" 
and was completely amazed at noticing that I had compared 
historism with photography already in this article of the 'twen
ties. Had I been struck with blindness up to this moment? 
Strange power of the subconscious which keeps hidden from 
you what is so obvious and crystal-clear when it eventually 
reveals itself. This discovery made me feel happy for two rea
sons: it unexpectedly confirmed the legitimacy and inner neces
sity of my historical pursuits; and by the same token it justified, 
in my own eyes and after the event, the years I had spent on 
Theory of Film. This book of which I had always conceived as 
an aesthetics of the photographic media, not less and not 
more, now that I have penetrated the veil that envelops one's 
most intimate endeavors, appears to me in its true light: as 
another attempt of mine to bring out the significance of areas 
whose claim to be acknowledged in their own right has not yet 
been recognized. I say "another attempt" because this was 
what I had tried to do throughout my life-in Die Angestellten, 
perhaps in Ginster, and certainly in the Offenbach. So at long 
last all my main efforts, so incoherent on the surface, fall into 
line-they all have served, and continue to serve, a single pur
pose: the rehabilitation of objectives and modes of being which 
still lack a name and hence are overlooked or misjudged. Per
haps this is less true of history than of photography; yet history 
too marks a bent of the mind and defines a region of reality 
which despite all that has been written about them are still 
largely terra incognita. 

I might refer to two or three reasons which have increasingly 
prompted me to make history the center of my preoccupations. 
There is, first, the desire to arrive at a better understanding of 
the issues with which we are faced by studying such periods of 
the past as have undergone roughly similar experiences. True, 
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the knowledge of what has happened then does not tell us any
thing about our own prospects, but it will at least enable us to 
look at the contemporary scene from a distance. I:!��.�.re:' 
���es ph()tog):'!ip4y in that �t is, among other things, a means 
of alienation._ 

To exemplify this, take an issue that literally pervades the air 
we breathe-the enormous expansion of our physical and men
tal environment. It becomes difficult not to think in global 
terms; and the vision of the whole of humanity has ceased to be 
a lofty vision. But as the world is shrinking-are we not virtually 
ubiquitous?-it also extends beyond control. Evicted from our 
familiar surroundings, we are thrust into open space where 
many traditional views and customary procedures no longer 
apply. The ensuing uncertainty about the shape of things and 
the courses to follow is still increased by the crumbling of part 
of our idea-system: I am thinking in particular of the loss of 
confidence in the inherently progressive nature of science, which 
has come as a blow to the cheerful supporters of the idea of 
progress. Hence a widespread feeling of powerlessness or aban
donment. And as in the Hellenistic era when parochial security 
yielded to cosmopolitan confusion, this feeling of being lost in 
uncharted and inimical expanses seems to work two ways. It 
breeds distrust of ideologies in general, thus lessening the spell 
they cast over us; and, conversely, it stirs many, presumably the 
majority of people, to scramble for the shelter of a unifying and 
comforting belief. 

Religious imagination and theological speculation in the Hel
lenized universe opened up spiritual dimensions which are all 
but inaccessible to modern man. Do we even aspire to them? 
Rather, we are confronted with a task which late antiquity could 
not yet envision; due to our technological know-how, we are 
equipped, and therefore committed, to try to improve the mate-
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rial conditions under which most of mankind is still living. Inci
dentally, the assumption shared by Marxists and non-Marxists 
alike that the establishment of a state of freedom from material 
want will in due time benent the human condition as such is 
much in the nature of wishful thinking. Cultural demands and 
spiritual leanings may evaporate if they are temporarily put in 
brackets or taken care of in a facile way to suit the masses. 
(Perhaps the flatness of modem thought which shows in this 
assumption is the price we have to pay for our inescapable 
absorption in the socioeconomic aspects of human affairs?) 

The second reason for my preoccupation with history is about 
the reverse of the :first: far from relating to present-day issues, it 
must be traced to a compassionate interest-an antiquarL:'ln in
terest, as it were-in certain moments of the past. They are 
beckoning me like Proust's ghostly trees that seemed to impart a 
message to him . (I sometimes wonder whether advancing age 
does not increase our susceptibility to the speechless plea of the 
dead; the older one grows, the more he is bound to realize that 
his future is the future of the past-history.) 

Roughly speaking, my interest lies with the nascent state of 
great ideological movements, that pel'iod when they were not 
yet institutionalized but still competed with other ideas for su
premacy. And it centers not so much on the course followed by 
the triumphant ideologies in the process as on the issues in 
dispute at the time of their emergence. I should even say that it 
revolves primarily around the disputes themselves, with the 
emphasis on those possibilities which history did not see fit to 
explore. 

This interest is intimately connected with an experience which 
Marx once pithily epitomized when he declared that he himself 
was no Marxist. Is there any influential thinker who would not 
have to protect his thoughts from what his followers-or his 

INTRODUCTION 7 

enemies, for that matter-make of tl1em? Every idea is coars
ened, flattened, and distorted on its way through the world. The 
world which takes possess�o

.
n of it does so �cc�r��g to its own 

lights and needs. Once a viS1on becomes an mst1t�wn, clouds of 
dust gather about it, blurring its contours and contents. The 
history of ideas is a history of misunderstandings. Otherwise 
expressed, a n  idea preserves its integrity and fullness only as 
long as it lacks the firmness of a widely sanctioned belief. Per
haps the period of its inception is most transparent to the truths 
at which it aims in the midst of doubts. 

One might argue here that history does not know such 
caesuras; that actually the controversy goes on after an idea, or 
what remains of it, has gained ascendancy. As a matter of fact, 
the tradition of any ruling doctrine is a story of continual at
tempts to adjust it, however precariously, to contemporary de
mands, ever-changing situations. And these attempts at reinter
pretation may lead far away from it; no dogma is immune 
against heresy and corrosion. But even so the initial phase of an 
accepted idea appears to have a signillcance of its own which 
distinguishes it from all subsequent phases. Were it otherwise, 
the history of many a powerful belief would not comprise efforts 
which tend to justify the concern with the time of its birth. They 
invariably spring from the conviction that the dominant creed of 
the epoch has been corrupted by accretions, misconceptions, 
and abuses which altogether obscure its precious core. And it is 
logical that this view should kindle a desire to undo the injurious 
work of tradition and rehabilitate that creed in its virgin pw·ity....:_ 
From its corrupted state in which it is all but unrecognizable the\ 
eyes turn back toward its yet unspoiled origins. A case in point(! 
is Luther. His development also shows that the return to the 
sources is sometimes tantamount to a fresh departure, the re-I storer revealing himself as an innovator. ) . -� 
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Be this as i t  may, I feel immensely attracted by the eras which 
preceded the final establishment of Christianity in the Graeco
Roman world, the Reformation, the Communist movement. The 
fascination they exert on me must be laid to my hunch that they 
cany a message as important and elusive as that of the trees 
which aroused Proust's compassion. And what would the mes
sage be? One thing is certain: it does not figure among the 
contending causes of those eras but is hidden away in their 
interstices; it lurks, for instance, behind the debate between 
Celsus and Origen, or the religious disputes between Catholics 
and reformers. Its location is suggestive of its content. The mes
sage I have in mind concerns the possibility that none of the 
contending causes is the last word on the last issues at stake; 
that there is, on the contrary, a way of thinking and living 
which, if we could only follow it, would permit us to burn 
through the causes and thus to dispose of them-a way which, 
for lack of a better word, or a word at all, may be called hu
mane. Werner Jaeger alludes to it when discussing the desire for 
mutual penetration between· Greek culture and Christian faith 
in the second century A.D.: "Both sides must finally have come to 
recognize that .. . an ultimate unity existed between them, 
and a common core of ideas, which so sensitive a thinker as 
Santayana did not hesitate to call 'humanistic' . . ." Actually 
both sides failed to achieve that ultimate "humanistic" unity. 

Need I expressly mention that the possibility of it presents itself 
at ev�ry juncture of the controversy which threads the historical 
process? There are always holes in the wall for us to evade and 
the improbable to slip in. Yet even though the message of the 
humane is virtually omnipresent, it certainly does not claim at
tention with equal urgency all the time. No doubt this message, 

whether received or not, is particularly pressing and definite in 
the eras which reverberate with the birth pangs of a momentous 
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idea. It is they in which the mingling antagonists are challenged 
to .ask the fundamental questions instead of having to tackle this 
or that sham problem handed down by tradition. 

The figure of Erasmus, who lived among the antagonists of 
such an era without belonging to them, illustrates most of what 
has been said just now in so striking a manner that I cannot 
resist the temptation to insert a few remarks about him. They 
are based on the assumption that he came as close as was possi
ble in his situation to delineating a way of living free from 
i deological constraints; that in effect all that he did and was had 
a bearing on the humane. 

Erasmus never tired of spreading the message of it. His edi
tions of the Greek New Testament and the Fathers as well as his 
Adagia and CoUoquia with their constant recourse to Greek 
and Latin authors clearly tesified to his desire to revive the 
original simplicity of the Christian doctrine and to accept the 
ancients he admired into the company of the saints. His satires 

on monasticism and the corruption of the clergy were no less 
public property than his demands for Church reform in the 
spirit of Christian humanism. Nor did he easily miss an oppor
tunity to publicize his ideas about the pitiable condition of the 
poor, the greed of the princes, and other secular affairs; his 

tracts and letters teem with references to topical issues, convey
ing views �hose often far-sighted modernism owed much to his 
de-dogmatized Christian outlook. He abhorred violence and 
sympathized with the common man, the simple soul. All this the 
contemporaries knew. They also knew that he was loath to take 
sides and shunned clear-cut decisions. And they could not help 
noticing that he invariably rejected the positions offered him by 
popes and kings. (The stock opinion that he did so out of his 
sense of independence is a model case of sloppy thinking.) 

The conclusion that Erasmus stood out like a monument for 
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everybody to see would seem to be unavoidable. However, the 
strange thing is that in spite of his outspokenness he was the 
most elusive of men. "Nobody has been plivileged," a friend of 
his formulated, "to look into the heart of Erasmus, and yet it is 
full of eloquent content." 

Secrets mean a challenge to the interpreter . .Judging from the 
evidence, the psychological make-up of Erasmus related to the 
build of his mind in a significant way. It should therefore be 
possible to trace the diverse aspects of this figure to a hypotheti
cal common source. Such an attempt may not afford insight into 
the heart of Erasmus but it will at least reveal something about 
the forces that shaped its contents. Now both the personal lean
ings and the intellectual pursuits of Erasmus coincide in suggest
ing that he was possessed with the fear of all that is definitely 
fixed. To state the same in terms involving his spiritual self, he 
was essentially motivated by the conviction that the truth ceases 
to be true as soon as it becomes a dogma, thus forfeiting the 
ambiguity which marks it as truth. His fear-or should I say, his 
nostalgia for perfect immediacy?-reB.ected this conviction; a 
spiritual rather than a psychological fear, it was largely identical 
with the mystical strain in him which has been repeatedly em
phasized in the literature. 

Everything falls into a pattern once you think of this fear as 
the prime mover behind the scenes. For one thing, various seem
ingly unrelated personality traits of Erasmus find their natural 
explanation in its stirrings. It makes one understand his distrust 
of philosophical speculation and his unwillingness to participate 
in theological disputations, bound as they were to run into a 
medley of categorical assertions. It accounts for his ingrained 
repugnance to any binding commitments and his skeptical atti
tude toward alleged solutions of certain religious problems 
which, he observed on some occasion, had better be put off till 
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the time when "we shall see God face to face." And it naturally 
was at the bottom of his hatred of the absolute assuredness in 
which Luther indulged-Luther whose turn to the Bible and 
fight against the abuses in the Church Erasmus unswervingly 
approved at the risk of getting increasingly entangled in polem
ics which incommoded him greatly. 

More decisive, his fear of the fixed also explains the position 
which his Christian humanism was to occupy among the com
peting ideologies of the period. To be sure, Erasmus cham
pioned a cause in the sense that he aimed at religious regenera
tion and social improvements. But since his aversion to formulas 
and recipes with their congealed contents prompted him to keep 
his ideas, so to speak, in a fiuid state, they did not, and could 
not, jell into an institutionalized program; from the outset, their 
true place was in the interstices between the Catholic doctrine, 
as established by tradition, and the hardening creeds of the 
reformers. One might even assume that Erasmus would have 
disavowed, or indeed no longer recognized, his own message 
had it confronted him in the guise of one of these beliefs; their 
hold on the masses was bought at a price he was not willing to 
pay. His cause was precisely to put an end to the historical 
causes. 

This carries all-important implications for the way in which 
the world responded to Erasmus. The universal fame he rapidly 
won indicates that at least some of his ideas and endeavors 
ingratiated themselves vr.rith people at large. Not to mention his 
influence on the Spiritualists, the Spanish mystics, and, in later 
days, enlightened 18th-century minds-influences partly due to 
misunderstandings-, he led the theologians back to the sources 
of Christianity, spread the gospel of humanism, and encouraged 
fuller literary expression. It cannot be doubted either that his 
concern for a better society, his belief in perfectibility through 
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knowledge and education, and his insistence on what has time 
and again been confused with tolerance gave a voice to longings 
whose existence the soft halo surrounding his public image 
tends to confirm. Many may have welcomed Erasmus as a 
liberator redeeming them from narrow-mindedness and preju
dice. In the "Erasmus-atmosphere," to use Walther Koehler's 
term, they could breathe more freely. 

But they were scattered in the crowd; they did not rally 
round Erasmus. His message proper was of little practical con
sequence; it created a mood rather than a movement, a mood as 
intangible as a transient glow in the night, a fairy-tale's promise. 
There were Lutherans, no Erasmians. How could it have been 
otherwise? True, Erasmus wanted to change institutions, yet he 
did not want the world to corrupt his inmost cravings by institu
tionalizing them. Out of his all-pervading fear of the fixed he 
himself prevented his "cause" from degenerating into a cause, 
even though he was aware that his reluctance to become "en
gaged" inevitably spelled defeat. '1 am afraid," he wrote seven 
years before his death, "that the world will ultimately carry the 
day." 

This was exactly what happened: the world, a world split into 
camps, blurred his intentions and objectives. His wide visibility 
nohvithstanding, Erasmus remained largely invisible. Conserva
tive Catholics and reformers alike lacked the language to com
prebend a message which cut across, and transcended, the doc
trines to which they adhered. The language they used was 
geared to their respective causes. So the vision of Erasmus dis
appeared behind a veil of misinterpretations. Small wonder that 
he sat between all chairs imaginable. Luther rudely called him 
an Epicurean, which in a measure he was, and zealous school
men accused him of having touched off a religious and social 
revolution, which was not entirely untrue either. And since he 
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heeded his own counsels in sifting the good from the bad in the 
conflicting doctrines, the warring antagonists, offended by his 
refusal to let himself be cast in the role of a partisan, presented 
him as a weakling who wavered irresponsibly between Rome 
and Wittenberg and took refuge in unavailing compromises. 

From the angle of the world Erasmus was a fickle customer 
indeed. He defended the uprising of the German peasants as a 
revolt of misery and despair, but no sooner did they commit 
excesses than he (sadly ) admitted the necessity of rep�essive 
countermeasures. He attacked the rigidity of a h·adition which 
opposed the philological revision of sacred texts and yet ex
horted the pious to bear with the traditional abuses, arguing 
that it was impossible to create a new world over night. His 
evasive attitude toward the cult of the saints and the confession 
-institutions which he neither criticized nor wholeheartedly 
endorsed-could not but strengthen the impression of his intrin
sic ambiguity. And this ambiguity went hand in band with his 
eternally reiterated pleas for peaceful agreements at all costs. "I 
love concord to such a degree," Erasmus declared in 15zz, "that, 
should a debate develop, I am afraid I would rather forsake part 
of the truth than trouble the peace." 

These words hint of the motives behind his conduct. With 
Erasmus, the notion of peace was pregnant with Christian 
meanings; it foreshadowed a fulfillment beyond the reach of 
the established creeds which, poor substitutes of the unattain
able truth, bred only conflict and bloodshed. Hence, what the 
staunch devotees among Catholics and Protestants stigmatized 
as undecided wavering on his part was in reality nothing but the 
deceptive outward appearance of his unwavering determination 
to move straight ahead toward the peace he envisioned. Fortu
nately, he was a masterful navigator; for as matters stood, he 
was obliged to steer his way between the rivalling parties with 
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prudence and much finesse. Yet despite the fact that he pursued 
a middle course or what looked to the world as such, Erasmus 
was the opposite of a compromiser. His efforts to bring the 
dissenters back to the fold and impress upon the Church the 
need for reforms did not result from opportunistic, basically 
anti-Utopian considerations but, conversely, amounted to an ut
terly uncompromising attempt to remove the causes that pre
vented the arrival of peace. Utopian visionaries condemn those 
who stick to the middle of the road on the ground that they 
callously betray mankind by trying to perpetuate a state of im
perfection. In the case of Erasmus the middle way was the 
direct road to Utopia-the way of the humane. It is not by 
accident that be was the friend of Thomas More. 

That most of his contemporaries should ignore an approach 
which would have lost all its meaning if it had become a cause 
lay in the nature of things. The question is whether Erasmus 
himself realized where the way he followed would lead him. His 
message pointed into an abyss: did he fathom its depths? In one 
of his Colloquies he bas Eusebius, its protagonist, extol the di
vine power moving such ancient authors as Cicero or Plutarch 
and then propose that "perhaps the spirit of Christ is more 
widespread than we understand." It is the very thought of 
Erasmus which Eusebius thus epitomizes. Taking his cue from 
the apologists and the revered Origen, Erasmus held that the 
pagan sages too were inspired by divine revelation and that, 
because of the radiant manifestation of the Logos in Jesus 
Christ, Christianity was the consummation of the best of antiq
uity. This extension of Christianity into the virtual goal of all 
worthy non-Christian strivings permitted him to reconcile his 
devotion to "Saint Socrates" with his faith in transubstantiation 
and to protest the Christian quality of his humanistic concerns. 
He conceived of the humaneness to which he aspired as an 
outgrowth of Christian liberty. 

INTRODUCTION 

For all that we know this might well be the whole story. But 
is it? Note that Erasmus was reportedly as inscrutable as he was 
outspoken. There must have been things he left unsaid
perhaps things too dangerous to be revealed? To venture a 
guess at what will forever remain his secret, it is not entirely 
improbable that, in pondering his road and its destination, 
Erasmus arrived at conclusions which so filled him with fright 
that be preferred to lock them away in his heart. He may (or 
may not) have surmised that in the last analysis he aimed at 
something beyond the pale of Christianity; that, thought to the 
end, his true design was once for all to wreck the wall of fixed 
causes with their dogmas and institutional arrangements for the 
sake of that "ultimate unity" which the causes mean and thwart. 

An old Jewish legend has it that there exist in every genera
tion thirty-six just men who uphold the world. Without their 
presence the world would be destroyed and perish. Yet nobody 
knows them; nor do they themselves know that it is because of 
their presence that the world is saved from doom. The impossi
ble quest for these hidden just ones-are there really as many as 
thirty-six in every generation?-seems to me one of the roost 
exciting adventures on which history can embark. 

Should the reader expect the foregoing observations to be 
implemented by historical studies proper, I am afraid he will 
feel disappointed by the sequel. For like the author of Tristram 
Shandy, I am stuck with difficulties and reflections which, meta
phorically speaking, precede the birth of my hero. In fact, per
haps the major reason for my preoccupation with history is an 
urge to find out more about the constitution and significance of 
this controversial branch of knowledge. Has history become a 
science after having emancipated itself, halfheartedly, as it 
were, from the dominion of metaphysical speculation and theo
logical dogma? Its claim to be a science is by no means uncon-
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tested. Nor can it be said to be an art even though it retains 
traits of a literary genre. And of course, it is not a matter of 
impressionistic opinions either. History, as we know it today, lies 
somewhere between the dimensions defined by these pursuits 
and preferences. It belongs to an intermediary area. However, 
this area is far from being acknowledged as such. Traditional 
habits of thought blind us to its existence. Especially the scien
tific approach and the philosophical obsession with ultimate 
issues tend to distort the problems involved in historical explora
tions. In the following, I shall try to set some of these problems 
-for instance, the characteristics of "historical reality," the 
relations between the present and the past, the relations be
tween histories on different levels of generality, the question as 
to whether the underlying subjectivity of historical writings may 
not transcend itself, etc.-in a perspective which does justice to 
their peculiar nature. My goal in doing so is to establish the 
intennediary area of history as an area in its own right-that of 
provisional insight into the last things before the last. 

1 
Nature 

Modern historiography has in a measure emancipated itself
with great difficulties and at considerable oost-from the old 
philosophico-theological speculations on the (alleged) meaning 
of the total historical process. But what about its relations to the 
sciences proper? To pose this question means to raise a vener

able issue-one which already caused German 19th-century his
torians to wage war on two fronts: just as they tried hard, if half
heartedly, to rid themselves of Hegelian metaphysics and in
grained theological preconceptions, they turned against Comte's 
and Buckle's attempts to "elevate" history to the rank of a sci
ence.1 Remember also Dilthey's persevering, truly heroic efforts 
to validate this anti-scientific attitude by attributing to the 
Geisteswissenschaften, as he called the family of historical sci
ences, a different manner of approach from that of the Natur

wissenschaften: the former aspire to "understand" historical 
"life," whereas the latter focus on the laws that control natural 
processes.2 He thought of himself as the Kant of history; in a 
sense he was the philosopher of historicism. Yet even though his 
ideas exerted considerable iniluence, he did not succeed in set
tling the issue at stake. Nor of course did Rickert, whose formal 

17 
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differentiation between the individualizing, value-related histor
ical method and the generalizing, value-free scientific method 
faintly echoes Dilthey's more inclusive, more substantive in
sights.3 Rather, the debate on whether or not history should be 
considered a science continues to fill the professional journals 
and is still far from subsiding.4 The course it is taking suggests 
that there is an outspoken tendency today toward bringing his
toriography into the fold of the exact sciences. Exhortations to 
this effect come from strange quarters: Valery, spellbound by 
the transparency and cleanliness of scientific method, blames 
the general historians for uncritically proceeding from confused 
assumptions and requests them to set forth their axioms and 
postulates with a natural scientist's accuracy.0 That his counsels 
fall into line with existing preferences, can be inferred from 
much of contemporary theory and practice. Thus Professor 
Hans Mommsen in a 1961 statement on historical method de
clares that Dilthey and Rickert were wrong in placing all the 
emphasis on the historian's concern with the individual, the 
unique. Their thesis is no longer valid, says he, because it fails to 
do justice to certain similarities between historical and scientific 
procedures. Historians do set up types, do resort to generaliza
tions; and like the scientists, they too seek to verify some work
ing hypothesis or other.6 These redefinitions reflect, and ack
nowledge, an actual change in direction of historical pursuits. 
During World War ll, Marc Bloch, concerned about the future 
of his craft, expressed the hope that history-"une science dans 
l'enfance"-would outgrow "la forme embryonnaire du recit," 
leave behind legend and rhetoric, and become an "entreprise 
raisonnee if analyse." 7 Is history going his way? At any rate, the 
time-honored genre of the narrative is losing its attractiveness, 
while analytical accounts assume a prominent role-a shift of 
interest which conceivably benefits the upsurge of studies in 
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social history. Whatever its reasons, this turn from narration to 
argument, from description to heuristic inquiry takes place in an 
intellectual climate conducive to it. The prestige of science is 
such that it cannot but strengthen the trend envisioned by Bloch 
and Valery; indeed, I imagine many a historian to suffer from 
guilt feelings because of the hybrid nature of his medium. To 
round out the picture, I might as well mention that some dedi
cated social scientists and anthropologists basking in that pres
tige frown on traditional historiography with a mixture of con
tempt and condescension which is outright hilarious. One of 
them calls the "writing of history . . . as it has been practiced 
up to the present . . . a semi-rational activity" and unhesitat
ingly compares those engaged in it with the "bards of less
developed peoples." 8 It would be difficult to be more ignorant 
of what makes historians tick. There you have Snow's "two cul
tures": the literary may miss the fine points of nuclear physics, 
but their opposite numbers fully match them on this score. 

Obviously the chances for bards to develop into scientists 
would appreciably increase if it could be shown that human 
affairs are governed by laws that bear on the relationships be
tween repeatable elements of historical reality. Note that the 
term '1aw" is used here in a loose sense; it covers both the 
natural-science laws which enable us to make predictions and 
the '1aws" aspired to by sciences, such as psychology, econom
ics, the social sciences, and anthropology, which altogether in
quire into various aspects of human nature, human conduct. 
The "laws" of these so-called "behavioral sciences"-a generic 
name which is rather misleading-are at most approximations to · 
the natural laws proper. They apply to patterns of events which 
may or may not perpetuate themselves; and their inherent claim 
that they hold sway over the future is hardly more than a pre-
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tense. But from the angle of historiography the natural and 
behavioral sciences can nevertheless be lumped together be
cause the latter, too, search for, and construct, (seemingly) in
variant similarities. 0 Now the behavioral sciences, whose 
material overlaps that of history, undeniably yield a wealth of 
"laws" involving historically significant data-a fact frequently 
illustrated by reference to the statistical regularities in social 
life.9 Small wonder that their findings should be put to good use 
in historical writings. Gilbert Murray was already extolling the 
importance of anthropology for the history of Greek religion at 
a time when many of his colleagues still refused to look beyond 

•the pale of traditional classical scholarship.10 In the more recent 
past depth psychology asserts itself as a major provider. Namier 
insists that human conduct can be adequately interpreted only 
in psychoanaly tical terms; 11 E. R. Dodds suggests that the 
Greeks of the Hellenistic era embraced astral determinism out 
of an unconscious "fear of freedom" haunting them after the loss 
of the polis.12 Nor should it be forgotten that since the days of 
Max Weber the boundaries that separate history from sociology 
have become more fluid. It is not only the historians who bor
row from the social sciences, but the social scientists on their 
part occasionally raid the historians' territory, as if prompted by 
a desire to make it a dependency of theirs. 

To all appearances, then, historical reality abounds with regu
larities similar to those that make up the universe of the natural 
sciences. Accordingly, human affairs must be assumed to fall 

• It is understood that scientific laws have a double origin: in the material 
observed and in the observer's mind. They are both discoveries and con
structs. But the share of the subject in their formation need not be consid
ered here. Rather, the interest lies with the problem of whether the worlds 
of nature and history are equally amenable to the establishment of natural, 
or quasi-natural, laws. And since this problem mainly involves the peculiar 
character of given reality, the intervening subjective factor can be kept 
constant. 
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largely into the realm of nature or to be an extension of it. On 
principle, such a fusion may also materialize the other way 

round; nature may be imagined to partake of man's historicity. 
This possibility has found a powerful supporter in Marx. He 
conceives of man as a product and force of nature; and he 
identifies history as a dialectical process in the course of which 
man through his labors not only domesticates nature outside 
him but, in adjusting it to his purposes, changes his own nature, 
the what and how of his existence.18 Thus nature is set moving, 
its sameness giving way to its becoming in time. Of late, an 
attempt has been made to underpin this idea scientifically. 
Professor von Weizsaecker, the German theoretical physicist 
and philosopher, argues that it follows conclusively from the 
"second law" of thermodynamics �'-an argument, though, 
which I suspect to exceed the potential range of a strictly physi
cal law. But be this as it may, the proposition of nature's his
toricity is practically negligible anyway. Marx himself endorses 
it only partially; while he is confident that nature, as manifest in 
man, is subject to historical change, he seems to assign to extt�r
naT nafuie, nature about us, a nonclialectical, independent status 
and, in consequence, (relative) unchangeability.1G And since v. 
Weizsaecker estimates the life expectancy of the bistorized cos
mos at over a hundred billion years, 18 we may rest assured that 
natural causes will continue to produce their predicted effects 
for an indeterminate time. 

The upshot is that nature, if it changes at al� does so at an 
incredibly slow pace. And indeed, is man not deeply embedded 
in it? Geography and climate, physiological make-up and animal 
drives combine to determine his conduct. 0 The impact of these 
0 It is understood that man's conduct is also regulated and canalized by the 
decisions of the powers that be and by the initiative of individuals, groups, 
or parties intervening in the social process. Thus a man-made nature is 
being continually superimposed upon primeval nature. But within the 
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familiar factors is considerably strengthened by the fact, less 
noticed so far, that the life of the mind is ruled by a principle 
which bears on the quantity and distribution of the energies at 
an individual's disposal. It may be called the "principle of men
tal economy" and formulated as follows: If an individual works 
intensively in one area of human endeavors he will most likely 
be merely receptive in others; productivity here entails laxity 
there; practically nobody is able to proceed with the same elan 
on all fronts, in all directions. Einstein's performance as a politi
cal thinker lags far behind his unique achievement as a physi
cist. Inner life, that is, comprises a "zone of inertia" in which 
criticism yields to uncritical acceptance and fierce groping to 
sluggish laissez faire. In this zone we surrender to convention 
and prejudice, become creatures of habit, and act in foreseeable 
ways. It is to all intents and purposes the dimension of natural 
phenomena. The mind cannot help lapsing into it.l' 

vVhat holds true of the individual all the more applies to the 
numerous groups which aim at realizing an idea or attaining 
some goal. According to the liberal point of view, such groups
a political party, a religious sect, or, say, an organization for the 
defense of civil rights-must be thought of as just the sum of the 
individuals comprising them. However, this view is no less un
tenable than the romantic conception of the collective as a su
perpersonal entity with a spirit of its own. Actually the basic 
unit of a group is not the complete human person but only a 
portion of him-that portion which conforms to the common 
aspirations. To the extent that an individual "belongs" much of 
hirn drops out of the picture. This is not disproved by the fact 
that many a party member devotes himself body and soul to the 
Cause; the impassioned partisan expunges part of his possibili-

present context I believe it to be justilled to consider only such inBuences 
as originate with the latter. 
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ties to play his part wholly. The group, then, consists of reduced 
individuals, compounds of persomility fragments selected or 
even created by the idea which it is to implement. Thus a mag
net gathers scattered iron particles from among a mass of mate
rial. For this reason group behavior is more rigid, more calcula
ble than individual behavior. To exemplify, under the pressure 
of the goals defining and limiting its alternatives, a group does 
not respond to the gradual changes of the social environment 
but, as if ignoring them, moves straight ahead for a stretch of 
time-until a point is reached where it, so to speak, formally 
changes its course, so as to adjust itself to the new situation. At 
this point it sometimes splits into a conservative and a progressive 
faction because its members' divergent views of how best to 
fulfill the group goals-views smoldering under the surface so 
far-cannot longer be kept subdued and reconciled. While the 
sequence of an individual's adjustments and reactions may be 
imagined to unfold in the form of a curve, the way of the group 
through social reality is tantamount to a succession of straight 
lines, each pointing in another direction, in keeping with the 
requirements of the moment; and their junction often marks a 
crisis. As compared with individuals, groups behave clumsily 
like mammoths. Their movements show regularities which make 
them in a measure predictable. They come close to being natu
ral processes.l8 

Groups and individuals are the major components o£ society 
at large. Now society is not just the arena for the multiple com
peting interests they embody, but something in its own right-an 
entity with specillc properties. Conspicuous among them is a 
peculiar quality of the materials from which it is built: they 
largely fall into that zone of inertia in which the mind resides 
absent-mindedly. Many of these materials, such as customs, 
rites, certain institutions, ever-recurrent routine activities, and 
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the like, coincide in forming the background of our social exis
tence. Whether leftovers from bygone days of excitement and 
inspiration, sediments, or arrangements prerequisite to ongoing 
pursuits, they are taken for granted rather than focused upon 
and treated as controversial issues. In addition. theirs is an enor
mous survival capacity which owes much to the little attention 
paid to them and to the conditioning power they develop in the 
process.10 These relatively solid fixtures linger on in a more 
liquid substance: the wash and flow of opinions. Constantly 
bandied about, the opinions that fill the air should not be ex
pected rigidly to reflect the dominant interests and ideologies of 
the moment. They are based on hearsay and lack coherence
inevitably so at a time like ours when authentic knowledge is 
increasingly difiicult to obtain and afBuence favors a larger mar
gin for choice. The run of them conveys impressions arising 
from unconscious preferences and shifting moods (which have 
been frequently manipulated, though ).  The term "climate of 
opinion" happily connotes the instability of opinions and their 
resemblance to the weather. In periods of crisis they may 
coalesce, gather strength, and generate movements and deci
sions of consequence-historical change thus being brought 
about by a medley of sentiments and resentments and the din of 
confused notions. Plato, afraid of these gales, advised philoso
phers to stand aside "under shelter of a wall in a storm and blast 
of dust and sleet." 2o (But are there not storms which clear the 
air of clouds and dust? ) 

In sum, society is full of events which defy control because 
they happen to occur in the dimly lit region where mental inten
sity is reduced to zero. Tbis is confirmed by the commonplace 
experience that society, as if moving under its own power, meta
morphoses everything that gets enmeshed in its nets. It swallows 
up all ideas fed into it and, in adapting them to its inarticulate 
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needs, often completely distorts their original meanings. Simi
larly, all actions designed to alter the given state of affairs are so 
redirected by the complex forces operative in society that their 
actmtl results have little in common with their intended effects. 
Toc·queville compares their course through the social world with 
the path of a "kite that travels by the opposite actions of the 
wind and the cord" 21_the wind blowing from society, the cord 
denoting the vision behind those actions. Drawn from our con
tacts with physical reality, the metaphors of wind and storm 
suggest that the mind is powerless to interfere with social pro
cesses and that, accordingly, these processes obey laws which 
cannot be tampered with. T�e social universe with its near
stable customs and volatile opinions, its small groups and 
mas�es, would seem to fall under the rule of nature. In other 
words, it is possible, and legitimate, to break down the phe
nomena that make up this universe into repeatable elements and 
analyze their interrelationships and interactions for regulari
ties.22 In studying social structure and social change, the histo
rian's concerns to a large extent coincide with the preoccupa
tions of the social scientist. Society is a second nature-like the 
big cities in which it literally engulfs us. Incidentally, the social 
sciences today avail themselves increasingly of computers to es
tablish formal theories covering various social processes, espe
cially in the area of mass dynamics.23 May I submit in passing 
that this tendency toward mathematization corresponds to the 
character of the material subjected to computer treatment? It 
appears that, for its perpetuation, modem mass society depends 
on the predictability-i.e., manipulation-of all individual re
sponses and behavior patterns which are socially significant. We 
have already gone far in preconditioning people's attitudes; 
should society carry on this way, the so-called "personality" 
would dwindle to a mathematical point-man, that is, would be-
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come a statistician's dream. (Under the present circumstances 
the question as to who is manipulating whom raises problems 
of the first magnitude.) 

The awareness of the impact of social mechanisms cannot but 
undermine the belie£ in the perfectibility of human society. All 
speculative attempts to reconcile this belief with the evidence 
discrediting it resort to one and the same argument, paradigmat
ically exemplified by Goethe's definition of Mephistopheles as 
"A part of that power which always wants the evil and always 
produces the good." The argument, whose indebtedness to 
Christian theology is rather obvious, consists of the following 

two interlinked propositions: First, the forces swaying that im

mense live mass called society are indifferent to man's higher 
aspirations, or indeed evil. Second, thanks to the intervention of 
a mysterious power acting above our heads, these forces are 

coaxed to serve the ends of humanity in spite of their inborn 

wickedness-or perhaps precisely because of it. Whether the 
power pulling the strings is reason, or an anonymous built-in 
device, or some other substitute for good old providence, does 

not matter much. Mandeville equates private vices with public 
virtues; and even though Adam Smith is reluctant to think of 
self-interest in terms of a vice, yet he needs an "invisible hand" 
to have the marketers' egoistic pursuits result in the general 
good. And of course, here belongs Kant's regulative idea of a 
providential nature which utilizes man's vanity, greed, and 
selfishness to advance the human race as well as Hegel's World 
Spirit or Reason which cunningly sets blind passions to work for 
itself. The idea of a power guiding our destinies by remote 
control seems to be imperishable. Ranke suspects the existence 
of such an "occult force"; 24 the Hegelian in Marx adopts the 

scheme of reasoning at the bottom of this idea; and even Burck

hardt is not immune from toying with it on occasion.25 
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The lasting appeal it exerts must be traced to a couple of 
reasons. For one thing, the stereotyped motif of a superpersonal 
power Rnds a modicum of support in everyday experience: 
seeming misfortunes may turn out to be blessings in disguise; 
the victory of a worthy cause may be due to the efforts of people 
who, in promoting it, only wish to further their own career, etc. 
More important, the motif is made to appear as compelling by 

being tied to the concomitant proposition that human society is 
definitely corrupt. Kant has it that, seen from without, history 

looks as if it were a single record of folly and the frenzy of 
destruction. Once this proposition, which echoes the doctrine of 

original sin, is accepted, a behind-the-scenes agency, such as 
Hegel's crafty Reason or Kant's own plotting nature, is indeed 
needed to wrest good from evil and thus to achieve what, ac
cording to premise, man alone would never be able to accom
plish. The whole argument stands and falls with the assumption 
of his blindness or corruptness. Now this assumption is virtually 
identical with the view that human affairs have all the traits of 
natural events and that history should therefore be ranged 
among the sciences. It is the view to which I have tried to do 
justice in the preceding pages. However, this conception of so
cial, or historical, reality requires qualification. 

Among modern statements on the experience of human free
dom, Ranke's still stands out as a classical testimony, if only for 
the reason that it palpably stems from his intense absorption in 
the spectacle of history: "At every moment again something new 
may begin . . .  ; no thing merely exists for the sake of the other 
outside of itself; there is none that resolves entirely into the 
reality of the other." This acknowledgment of freedom's disrup
tive pow.er is coupled with an awareness of its limitations. It is 

not absolute. Whatever we do, Ranke continues, is conditioned 



HISTORY: THE LAST THINGS BEFORE THE LAsr 

by that which has already been done, so that the resultant suc
cession of events-history-presents itself as a coherent fabric 
woven of freedom and necessity.26 Except, perhaps, for its 
emphasis on coherence, this statement can be assumed to con
vey a valid experience. Man is a relatively free agent. (Of 
course, an individual's actual freedom varies with the given so
cial conditions. There is no freedom under totalitarian regimes; 
and one would vainly seek for it in a society manipulating its 
members into complacent conformity. 0 But this does not im
pinge on the truth value of that experience. For the rest, have 
not at all times rebels risen and martyrs died under torture?) 
Interestingly, today's theoretical physicists, weaned from the 
mechanistic notions of the 19th century as they are, seem to be 
disinclined to follow Tolstoy in characterizing the consciousness 
of freedom as just a psychological illusion. Mr. v. Weizsaecker for 
one not only considers the freedom of will a fundamental expe
rience but has it that this experience carries at least as much 
weight as the doctrine of determinism, which after all is a "the
ory" not an experience, a program for future empirical research 
rather than an established fact. And even though he admits that 
the deterministic principle cannot be upset by any inner cer
tainty to the conh·a1y, he is nevertheless disposed, it appears, to 
question the range of validity of that principle; in a defiant mood 
he challenges its defenders to try to verify their theory: "The 
determinative factors of our actions should be shown, then we 
will believe in them." 27 His challenge calls to mind an experi
ment by Eisenstein. Eisenstein planned to insert in his prospec
tive screen adaptation of Theodore Dreiser's novel, An Ameri
can Tragedy-a film which never materialized-a "montage" 
sequence designed to externalize Clyde's monologue interieur at 

0 The only people put before a genuine choice in such a society are those 
who run it. 
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the crucial moment when Clyde decides to drown Roberta and 
make his crime look like an accident. That the sequence was to 
picture the various factors which then determined Clyde to act 
as he did clearly follows from the "montage lists" which Eisen
stein drew up for it. They consist o£ a great deal of possibly 
relevant elements, scattered words before a black screen min
gling with a rush of silent images or "polyphonic" sounds, im
pressions of the actual environment with projections of motives 
and splinters of thought.28 Eisenstein's objective in preparing 
these lists was quite obviously to sensitize the audience to the 
infinity of factors involved in Clyde's ultimate decision. But in 
suggesting (and thus aesthetically presenting) infinity, the se
quence demonstrates something very important-that we would 
have to engage in truly endless pursuits to live up to v. Weiz
saecker's rhetorical demand for an exposition of the causes 
which allegedly account for our decisions and actions. On theo
retical grounds it is impossible to meet his challenge. The 
deterministic principle is unverifiable. Why then overburden its 
significance for interpretation? In many a concrete case this 
general principle may turn out to be a sheer mirage tempting us 
to embark on a wild goose chase. There are actions and emer
gent situations which so stubbornly'resist a breakdown into re
peatable elements or a satisfactory explanation from preceding 
or simultaneous circumstances that they had better be treated as 
irreducible entities.29 My hunch is that even a Laplacean 
Demon would be hard put to incorporate them into the chain of 
causes and effects. 

Human affairs, that is, transcend the dimension of natural 
forces and causally determined patterns. In consequence, any 
approach to history which claims to be scientific in a stricter 
sense of the word will sooner or later come across unsurmount
able obstacles. If history is a science it is a science with a differ-
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enoe. This can be nicely illustrated by reference to the devious 
ways in which some sociologists try to scientize history. Here is 
a random example of recent date, recommending itself by its 
very crudeness: Charles Tilly's attempt to interpret the 1793 
Vendee revolt from a social scientist's point of view.so To sum
marize Tilly's main conclusions, he infers from the evidence 
which his working hypotheses led him to collect that the revolt 
culminated in those districts of the Vendee where traditional 
farming economy collided with world-open trade and market 
economy; that the collision of interests touched off conflicts be
tween the revolutionary mercantile bourgeoisie, already well
established in the region, and diverse, originally heterogeneous 
opposition groups; and that ideological watchwords began to 
emerge and to assume a vital function only later on when, with 
the hardening of the conflict, the rebels felt urged to close the 
ranks. Tilly thus implements his interpretative intentions by 
summoning, and arraying, certain regularities of behavior, fre
quently observed features of social life-e.g., the inevitability of 
frictions between groups whose economic interests antagonize 
each other; the likelihood of an increasing polarization of the 
issues at stake if no compromise seems to be possible; the en
suing need for collective action on the part of groups wrucb, 
however divided among themselves, oppose a common enemy, 
etc. And what does Tilly achieve this way? Even granted that his 
sociological analysis may prove useful to historians of the pe
riod, his belief in its value as a historical interpretation is hardly 
warranted. With all its generalities combined, this analysis 
yields, at best, a shadowy general idea of a counterrevolution 
located in some no-man's land but does certainly not add up to a 
custom-made explanation of the Counterrevolution which took 
place in the Vendee in 1793. In order really to close in on it, he 
would have to supplement his standard regularities by determin-
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ing factors more intimately connected with the developments of 
his concern; there was a revolution going on at the time, the air 
was filled with agitation and battle cries, and all things were in 
flux. In sum, he would have to conceive of the Vendee revolt as 
a historical phenomenon. 

History is also the realm of contingencies, of new beginnings. 
All regularities discovered in it, or read into it, are of limited 
range. Indeed, the past offers enough examples of the mind's 
power to penetrate even the crust of habit and overcome the 
inertia inherent in social arrangements. But if man is in a mea
sure free to will and act-committed only to what he has willed 
-no phantom puppeteer is needed to set things right (provided 
they can be set right) .  Nor do we have to assume, against all 
everyday experience, that it is precisely the adverse spirits and 
animal drives which, owing to the artifices of a hypostatized 
wire-puller, prompt mankind to achieve humanly desirable 
ends. Mephistopheles should create the good by aspiring to evil? 
The blessing of religious tolerance should in a miraculous way 
have resulted from the horrors of the religious wars? This intrin
sically theological proposition reveals itself as a sham paradox in 
the light of mundane reasoning; it instances the fallacy 

. 
of 

monism, or rather, the fallacy of the ingrained belief that the 
monistic principle-or any other universal idea for that matter
automatically applies to the concrete cases it logically covers. 
Whatever the validity of such high abstractions in their own 
dimension, the way down from them to the region of particulars 
is by no means a straight line. It sounds awfully prosaic-and 
Heaven knows how many intervening social mechanisms blur 
the picture-but even so the assumption that evil often breeds 
evil and good usually comes from ·the exertions of the good 
deserves more credit than the recourse to a providential agency. 
(Were it otherwise, we would in the final analysis be obliged to 
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acknowledge Hitler as the involuntary redeemer of mankind.) 
Burckhardt affums this view with its pragmatic overtones. He 

categorically declares that "no later good will ever excuse an 
earlier evil'' and attributes any alleviation of the sufferings 
which the (inherently evil) state inflicts on its citizens to the 
deliberate efforts of the "just and well-meaning" among them.81 

At this point it becomes possible to supplement the negative 
characterization of history as a nonscience, or a science with a 
difference, by a first positive, if still incomplete, definition: the 
historian must tell a story. Note that the term "story" is being 
used here in a loose sense, covering all kinds of narrative state
mente;, including description. And why must the historian tell a 
story? Because he invariably comes across irreducible entities
units which, besides resulting from the junction of otherwise 
unconnected series of happenings, mark the emergence of some
thing new, something beyond the jurisdiction of nature. As
suredly, they best respond to a treatment which does not mis
represent them as inevitable effects of an inexhaustible multitude 
of causes but pays tribute to their factualness. In our dealings 
with these events, ideas, or situations determinism no longer 
serves as a reliable guide. The most suitable way of account
ing for them consists in narrating them. In telling a story 
the historian conforms to a necessity founded on a peculiar 
quality of historical reality. This is not generally recognized 
today. In their eagerness to identify history as a science contem
porary historians, as if loath to be called "bards," tend to place 
all the emphasis on scientific procedures and explanations, while 

playing down the need for narration. Significantly, a brilliant 
American historian has in the recent past found it worth his 
while to caution his fellow historians against this trend. "Many 
of us," says Professor J. H. Hexter, "have got so preoccupied 

with analysis and argumentation that we are in danger of for-
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getting how to tell a story and even of forgetting that telling a 
story is the historian's real business after all." 32 Hexter judi
ciously adds that especially the "convulsions of a world in up
heaval" call for the narrative rather than the analytical histo
rian.as In full accordance with this claim, Marc Bloch at the 

beginning of his La Societe feodale-a work in which morpho
logical description and analysis by far prevail over story-telling 
-reviews the gth-1oth-century Arab, Hungarian, and Scandi
navian invasions of Europe in the form of a narrative pure and 
simple. It is in such troubled epochs indeed that the 
unaccountable asserts itself most vigorously. 

However, the fact that historiography must in varying degrees 
resort to narration does not distinguish it from all the sciences: 
the natural histories of the earth and the cosmos are in a sense 

narratives also. Now the stories they tell have a palpably provi
sional character. The inherent objective of these "histories" is, 
indeed, to substitute universal laws for all that they are obliged 

to relate in a merely narrative mode-an objective rooted in the 
belief that nature, the reduced nature of science, is amenable 
throughout to the establishment of such laws. And what kinds of 
laws are fit to replace the narrative? Clearly, they will have to 
differ from those which have been considered so far in that they 
do not just involve repeatable component parts of the story told 
but account for the whole temporal sequence it covers. Darwin's 

theory of the evolution of living organisms by way of natural 
selection is representative of these '1ongitudinal" laws, as they 
may be called. They supersede sheer story-telling by explaining 
why that which has occurred actually must have occurred. 

Are we entitled to assume that longitudinal laws of this type 
also apply to the whole of human history? I mean laws which do 
not grow out of theologico-metaphysical speculations as in 
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Hegel's case but have a more or less scientific character. At any 
rate, the quest for them threads the modem age since its begin
nings. That this quest was stimulated, if not touched off, by the 
Christian conception of a divine plan regulating the destinies of 
mankind can be inferred from Vico's Scienza nuova, which 
marks the divide between theological and secular ideas about 
history, with the latter already tipping the balance. Vico was 
both a staunch Christian believer and a thinker steeped in the 
intellectual climate of the rising age of science and man's eman
cipation from supernatural authority. So his great and bizarre 
work (which, incidentally, goes far in anticipating modern 
methods of historical research) represents, among other things, 
a sustained effort to reconcile the transcendental rule of provi
dence with the immanent necessity of the total historical pro
cess. His goal is not to dispose of the traditional Christian out
look but to fit it into the scientific scheme of things. To achieve 
his ends, he postulates a historical law according to which it lies 
in the nature of all nations to pass from a "divine'' stage via the 
"heroic" period to a "human" stage; and at the same time he has 
it that this "natural law of nations," of which those obeying it 
are entirely unaware, is established, or administered, by divine 
providence in order to prevent human society from relapsing 
into savagery. (Note that his insistence on a benevolent provi
dence acting above our heads is true to type; like all other 
monistic-oriented thinkers perplexed by the seeming discrep
ancy between "private vices" and "public virtues" he cannot 
help tracing the virtues to the operations of a superior agency.) 
Thus the divine power in charge of world affairs turns into a 
natural law that without any supernatural intervention governs 
"ideal eternal history" with its cors-i and ricors-i. This law can be 
identified as a connecting link between the era of Christian 
theology and that of mundane reason; even though it is thought 
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of as completely immanent, it receives its justification from the 
faith in a divine regime. 

To nineteenth-century minds any such justification must have 
seemed to be gratuitous. Both Comte and Marx radically sever 
the umbilical cord between Christian tenets and universal his
torical laws. The laws proposed by them have a purely imma
nent character and lay claim to scientific validity. This is not to 
imply that the time-honored question as to the meaning of his
tory would have left the two thinkers indifferent. On the con
trary, their laws are also attempts to grapple with it. To be sure, 
in an era determined to put man on his own feet this question 
no longer admits of solutions involving divine supervision or 
interference. But the issue lingers on and calls for response. In 
consequence, the secular ideas of progress and evolution are 
increasingly burdened-or should I say, overburdened?-with 
the task of replacing the theological interpretation of history. 
And under the impact of the connotations which thus accrue to 
them, the upward movement toward the Beyond is projected 
onto the horizontal plane, and temporal goals come to supplant 
the eschatological expectations.34 Marx and Comte seize on 
these ideas, if in different ways; and with their aid, they not 
only assess the significance of the historical process but try to 
precipitate what they believe to be its ful.6llment. The laws they 
proclaim also serve as levers for political reform; they assume 
the surplus function of action programs. 

Now these laws-which are of interest here only in their ca
pacity as scientific statements-share a basic characteristic: 
They are conceived of as natural laws; they rest on the assump
tion that human history is identical with the history of nature, a 
nature imagined to be capable of evolution. Comte's famous "law 
of t.�e three stages," which governs the progressive development 
of the diverse sciences and by extension the whole of ( Euro-
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pean) history, has all the earmarks of such a general natural 
law. Marx too holds that nature and history cannot be separated 
from each other and, accordingly, denies any methodological 
differences between the science of history and the natural sci
ences.3G His so-called historical materialism bears witness to 
this. In tending to equate recorded history with a progressive 
succession of class conflicts traceable to the Inevitable contradic
tions, at each consecutive stage, between the onward pushing 
forces of production and the existing economic structure of soci
ety, Marx subjects the historical process to the very kind of 
necessity which we are accustomed to attribute to the workings 
of nature. 0 

Once again, what about the validity of these laws? Many 
objections raised against them bear on the rather high-handed 
manner in which they deal with the given data. It has been 
judiciously remarked, for instance, that pre-modem history does 
not fit into the Marxist scheme; that Marx actually overstretches 
his concepts of "class" and "class conflict" in applying them to all 
of the past.36 And nothing could be more legitimate than 
Dilthey's verdict on the inappropriate abstractness of Comte's 
doctrine: "All these abstract images of the philosophers of his
tory do is to represent the real course of history again and again 
in different fore-shortenings." 37 But in thus lending a voice to 
the historian's ingrained suspicion of general philosophical state-

• I hasten to add that he does not do so all the time. On more than one 
occasion he admits of the possible impact of human actions on historical 
change; thus he seems to hold that mankind today is faced with the 
alternative of achieving socialism or lapsing into barbarism. There is cur
rently a tendency toward featuring this nonnaturnlistic aspect of Marxian 
dialectics. Is it the decisive aspect? Without denying the importance of 
such inconsistencies, I still believe the Marx who thought he had discov
ered the law that controls "prehistory" to be of greater philosophical and 
historical significance than, the almost existentialist Mane whom some of his 
present-day exegetes-e.g., Sartre-distil from his writings. 
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ments, Dilthey also intimates that the factual errors of Comte 
and Marx-or of Buckle, for that matter-must partly be laid to 
the universal character of their respective laws. Because of their 
enormous distance from historical reality, such universal laws 
cannot possibly avoid setting the material in a perspective apt to 
distort and/or omit large portions of it. 0 Their more or less in
evitable inadequacy to the facts is an accessory shortcoming. 

And this leads to their really essential defects. Spellbound by 
the triumphant natural sciences, those 19th-century law-givers 
build from two premises which are very vulnerable indeed. The 
first-the identification of history with nature-has already been 
indicated. It necessarily yields laws which, by definition, not 
only unduly minimize the role of contingencies in history but, 
more important, preclude man's freedom of choice, his ability to 
create new situations. They acknowledge instead a sort of natu
ral evolution, so as to make allowances for the idea of progress 
without having to break away from strict determinism. When 
Marx, the deterministic-minded scientist and Hegel-inspired 
dialectician, exhorts the workers to unite and shake off their 
chains, he concedes a freedom to them which is in effect a 
sham; its sole function is to accelerate a process that would run 
its preordained course anyway. With him, this process is a ne
cessity as binding as any physical law. So he draws on it to make 
predictions in natural-science fashion, which in turn bolster his 
exhortations. In this respect, too, his attitude is of a piece with 
Comte's. Yet the very freedom which both of them throw over
board subsequently raises its head and gives the lie to their 
forecasts. Comte was a failure as a prophet. And Marx has 
proved abysmally wrong in predicting that under industrial cap-

• I am touching here on the momentous problem of the relationships 
between the general and the particular. Some aspects of this problem will 
be discussed in Chapters 5 and 8. 
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italism pauperism is bound to grow and that its growth will 
increasingly revolutionize the proletariat. The very economic 
and technological evolution he foresaw gave rise, in advanced 
capitalistic countries, to political changes which effectively 
altered its predicted course. Most certainly, these changes
strong labor unions, democratization of governments, etc.-also 
owed something to the widespread apprehensions called forth 
by Marxist augury itself. It was "self-frustrating," to use a term 

of Carr's.38 
The other premise at the bottom of these laws involves the 

issue of hic;torical time. Since Comte and Marx think of human 
history in terms of natural history, they take it all the more for 
granted that, like any physical process, history unfolds in mea
surable chronological time. With them, the historical process is 
tantamount to a linear movement-a necessary and meaningful 
succession of periods along a time continuum indefinitely ex
tending into the temporal future. In other words, they unques
tioningly confide in the magic of chronology.89 But what if their 
confidence turns out to be unwarranted? If calendric time is 
not the all-powerful medium they suppose it to be but also an 
empty, indifferent flow which takes along with it a conglomerate 
of unconnected events? If, paradoxically, that one-dimensional 
flow must be imagined as being both the carrier and not the 
carrier of _;1ll signi£.cant historical forces and developments? 
Then the historical process evolving in chronological time 
assumes an ambiguous character; it is not least a phantom pro
cess; and its ambiguity infallibly reflects upon the laws which 
allegedly govern it. In anticipating here questions which can be 
broached only later on, 0 I merely wish to suggest that Marx's 
and Comte's conception of historical time, far from being self
evident, poses problems not even perceived by them. And this 

0 See Chapter 6. 
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further discredits their pronouncements about the course of hu-
man history. 

Spengler marks an advance over nineteenth-century thought 
in as much as he repudiates "that empty figment of one linear 
history." 40 Indeed, his foremost merit consists in what he him
self terms his turn from the Ptolemaic to the Copernican system 
of history; he takes his diverse cultures out of the common 
medium of chronological time which points to the present-our 
present-and assigns to each a time of its own. (That he has all 
of them gyrate in an unaccountable temporal limbo is rather 
awkward, though.) Need I elaborate on the rest of the Speng
lerian tenets? It will suffice to call to mind the fact that he 
defines those cultures as plant-like organisms which, rooted in 
their respective mother regions, pass through invariably the 
same stages of youth, maturity, and . old age. Moreover, he in
sists that they stick to their set course without ever influencing 
one another. Each is born, and possessed, with a particular idea 
and realizes itself in the form of works and actions peculiar to 
it; even the sciences of these giant monads resist being brought 
onto a common denominator. Conceivably, such views are in
compatible with the idea of a progressive historical process. Yet 
what counts here is this: that in spite of all that separates Speng
ler from his predecessors, his basic attitudes toward history do 
not differ from theirs. He too equates history with nature and in 
doing so, even goes behind Marx and Comte; as the reactionary 
he is, he refrains from contaminating nature by evolutionary 
tendencies. It is a static nature to which his biological meta
phors refer. And he too is so completely captivated by science 
that he does not in the least hesitate to bring the whole of 
history under the rule of a law-a natural law which, more rigid 
than all previous ones, not only obliterates human freedom at 
the outset but ruthlessly smothers the dream of it. In conse-
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quence, his doctrine is exposed to the same criticism as the 19th
century historical laws; like them, it unduly extends the realm of 
necessity. (By the way, a secondary weakness of Spengler's sys
tem may be found in its inherent affinity for methodologically 
questionable procedures. His array of cultural units tempts him 
to compare with each other such accomplishments of different 
cultures as can be attributed to identical stages of their develop
ment; but as a rule, these comparisons are suggested by his 
general conceptual scheme rather than derived from a close anal
ysis of all the pertinent circumstances. The inevitable result is 
irrelevant analogies. It is this abuse of comparative method 
which Henri Frankfort has in mind when he warns against an 
"emphasis on similarities, torn from the cultural context which 
holds the secret of their significance." 41 

When Spengler appears, Toynbee is not far away. Things are 
a bit difB.cult with him because there are at least two Toynbees: 
the scientific-minded historian and the "engaged" spiritual 
leader. As for the historian Toynbee, he takes his cue from 
Spengler, the only (negligible) difference between them being 
that he replaces the latter's cultures by twenty or more less 
strictly self-contained civilizations-nonbiological entities per
mitted to commune with each other and to figure on the general 
chronological scale. That he believes to proceed empirically 
where Spengler decrees from on high is sheer self-deception. 
Actually, he capitalizes on his familiarity with the Graeco
Roman civilization to construct a model accounting for its 
growth and especially its decay, and then uses this "Hellenic 

model" to explain goings-on in the other civilizations of his 
acquaintance.42 In the end, it looks as if all of them disinte
grated according to the same pattern. Thus his civilizations turn 
into comparable units whose similarities, contrived rather than 
found, prompt him to indulge in ready-made isomorphic analo-
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gies after the manner of Spengler. It is inevitable that his con
cern with the stereotyped life cycle implemented by these units 
should confer upon it the status of a universal natural law. 
Fortunately, Toynbee himself saves me the trouble of dwelling 
on the fallacy of his panoramic vision. The spiritual leader he 
also is rejects it wholesale. He not only declares the future to be 
unpredictable,(3 but admits the possibility for Western man
kind to carry on indefinitely and pleads for its renewal in a 
Christian spirit. There is something schizophrenic about Toyn
bee; while the historian in him features analogies and regulari
ties favoring prediction, Toynbee the prophet refuses to acknowl
edge their import. Nevertheless the twain are made to meet by 
means of constant modifications. The Spenglerian Toynbee, who 
promotes the cyclical theory, adds new models to the Hellenic 
one, so as to refine his scheme; and the other Toynbee exempts 
the so-called "higher religions" from the preordained course of 
the multiple civilizations for the purpose of sustaining Christian
ity, all cycles notwithstanding. Also, the image of a chariot 
moving onward as its wheels-the civilizations-are turnino-o 
around is called upon to illustrate, and justify, the impossible 
fusion of the two opposite views. Nice as the image is, it hardly 
fits the case. In short, eager for integration, Toynbee twists and 
bends his system in about the same way as Dali does the 
watches in his famous painting, "Persistence of Memory"-until 
the whole, following the example of the civilizations, disinte
grates into a soft mass of incoherent pieces. 

Of course, there is more to it than meets the eye. While it is 
true that all these historical "laws" crumble upon closer inspec
tion, it is equally true that all of them comprise a hard core of 
substan tive observations and experiences, some growing out 
of an intimate contact with historical reality. The flimsiness of 
Comte's philosophy of history does not affect the vitality of one 
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of its main incentives and ingredients-his idea of a science of 

social statics and dynamics. Nor is Spengler's and Toynbee's 
refusal to identify history as a flow of events in linear time 
discredited by the illusory panoramas they develop from their 
notion of multiple historical times. And Marx's substructure
superstructure theory carries much more weight than his Hegel
inspired scheme of the historical process �hich it helps imple
ment. Let alone that his theory sheds light on previously un
known historical motivations, it provides an invaluable criterion 
by which soberly to assess and, if need be, debunk idealistic 
claims and lofty arguments. All these truths are relatively inde
pendent of the systems to which they belong. Theoretically, 
they might as well have been established without any specula
tive trimmings. Yet the universal historical laws into which they 
willy-nilly expand are perhaps needed to pry them loose from 
their moorings. Besides thus acting as a sort of catalytic agent, 
these "laws"-strange mixtures of scientific pretenses and theo
logical leftovers-are, moreover, apt to yield insight of conse
quence. Consider that they aspire to cover the past in its en
tirety. So they must, in a manner of speaking, view its expanses 
from an extremely high altitude. They resemble aerial photo
graphs; exactly like them, they are bound to bring normally 
unseen patterns and configurations into focus. This explains 
their potential revealing power. From his elevated position 
Spengler, for instance, discovers the phenomenon of "pseudo
morphosis"-a new culture, bom into the orbit of a powerful 
older culture, being obliged to express its peculiar strivings and 
visions in the language of the older, whose meanings then tend 
to overshadow theirs. (He thinks of the obscuring effect of Hel

lenism on what he labels "Arabic" culture.) 44 For the rest, this 
would not be the first time that notoriously devious conceptions 
breed genuine knowledge.45 

To draw the balance, human history irrevocably differs from 
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natural history in that it proves impervious to longitudinal his
torical laws-laws which, by implication, mistake the historical 
process for a natural process. Unlike natural history, whose nar
rative components may, on principle, be superseded by such 
laws, the history of human affairs must retain ay epic quality. Its 
irreducible share of freedom ultimately defies any treatment in 
natural-science fashion which shuts out that freedom. 

And here, at the end, a property of history comes into view 
which complements its definition as a story-telling medium. 
While the scientist, in narrating, say, the history of the earth, 
\ovill record ·the given facts as facts-as possible elements of 
general laws, that is-the historian on his part is not satisfied 
with merely relating past events (although he may have to do so 
also) but feels it incumbent upon him to explore their specific 
shapes and qualities. He deals with humans after all. And the 
interest we take in them requires him to seize on the events be 
summons in their concreteness, or indeed uniqueness, no matter 
whether and how he will be able to link them together. When 
the assassination of President Kennedy became known in New 
York, people spontaneously formed little groups in the streets 
and, under the impact of the shock they suffered, talked and 
talked to each other. Many wept. Did they in their anguish talk 
about the crime, grope for the motives behind it? They did and 
did not. From this natural topic they invar iably reverted to the 
victim himself-his youth, his way of living, his unfulfilled goals. 
No doubt a primitive instinct impelled them thus to evoke a past 
which had been the present a moment ago and to picture to 
themselves, and try to appraise, the full scope of what they-we 
-had thoughtlessly possessed and abruptly lost. In doing so, 
they followed a desire which is at the bottom of all history 
writing: they wanted to "understand." 

One cannot speak of this desire without recalling Dilthey's 
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persistent efforts to feature "understancling"-the German 
V erstehen-as the main concern of the Ge1steswissenschaften. 
"Understanding" is a pivotal concept with him. Dilthey inter
prets it in terms which hold their own, despite their being 
grounded in a psychologizing and somewhat foggy philosophy 
of life. He conceives of history as a life process which, passing 
through us, involves our entire existence; arid he argues that, in 
order to "understand" the phenomena comprising that process, 
we must experience them with the whole of our being, so that 
the life that we are communes with theirs.46 From Ranke to 
Huizinga or Isaiah Berlin many a practicing historian similarly 
insists on the need for the historian's total involvement.• 47 

For the rest, imbued with the spirit of historicism, Dilthey 
tends to stress the role of Verstehen at the expense of scientific 
knowledge-a fact already mentioned at the beginning of this 
chapter. In his view, historical understanding has nothing to do 
with scientific explanations; rather, unconcerned for laws and 

regularities, it exhausts itself in penetrating individual entities 
of, perhaps, untraceable origins. Quite so. Yet Dilthey thus un
duly limits the territory to be explored. Since "the freedom of 
history rises on the ground of nature-necessity," 48 historical re
ality contains uniformities and, indeed, causal relationships 
which call for the historian's attention also. A historian con.S.ning 
himself to "understanding" in Dilthey's sense would miss a good 
deal of the "components, factors, aspects" 49 that lay claim to 
his understanding. History is a double-edged proposition. To be 
sure, it does not belong among the sciences, but it is a science 
deserving the name only if it assimilates to itself all that they 
may have to offer and, in general, behaves toward them in a 
comrade-like way. 

• This preliminary discussion of the concepts of story-telling and under
standing will be carried on in Chapter 4: see esp. pages 95-97· 

2 
The Historical Approach 

Modern historiography would seem to come into its own if it 
manages to elude not only the Scylla of philosophical specula
tions with their wholesale meanings but also the Charybdis of 
the sciences with their nattu·e laws and regularities. What then 
enters the historian's field of vision is a conglomerate of "particu
lar events, developments, and situations of the human past" 1-
successive and/or coexistent phenomena which altogether make 
up historical reality. In the light of mundane reasoning this 
universe shows the following (minimum) characteristics: It is 
full of intrinsic contingencies which obstruct its calculability, its 
subsumption under the deterministic principle. (True, things 
·may change under a unified global management of human 
affairs, but then the question arises to what extent can the living 
forces which produce the contingencies be subjected to world
wide control without either revolting or withering. If anarchy 
calls for order, order tends to beget anarchy. )  In addition, his
torical reality is virtually endless, issuing from a dark which is 
increasingly receding and extending into an open-ended future. 
And finally, it is indeterminate as to meaning. Its characteristics 
conform to the materials of which it is woven. The historian's 

45 
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universe is of much the same stuff as our everyday world-the 
very world which Husser! was the first to endow with philosoph
ical dignity. At any rate, this world is the nearest approximation 
to what he calls the Lebenswelt and identifies as the source and 
ultimate justification of all human sciences. The sciences, says 
he, idealize the experiences we make in that common intersub
jective world; they "hover, as if in empty space, above the 
Lebenswelt." 2 But actually history differs from the natural sci
ences in that it "hovers" there at a much lower altitude than 
they, for it directly deals with the kind of life which falls into 
the orbit of everyday experience. To think of this life as a con
tinuous process would be rather venturesome. Burckhardt not 
only features periods of crisis and extreme change but believes 
certain ideas and movements to emerge from "hidden depths" a 
(which, however, does not prevent him from coveting historical 
continuity ); 0 and Marx turns the spotlight not so much on the 
over-all significance of history as on the radical breaks in it 4 
(without, however, abandoning the notion of a dialectical his
torical process). This is not to imply that the historical universe 
should be imagined as being unstructured. At least in the mod
ern age many developments are traceable to socioeconomic 
influences. Art forms have a way of unfolding and subsiding 
according to a sort of immanent logic. Controversial issues cast
ing their spell over the population at large-e.g., Church reform 
in the Renaissance-are likely to touch off a series of interre
lated events. And there are periods which impress us as having 
an outspoken physiognomy of their own.5 But these given pat
terns, strands, and sequences thread a material which is for long 
stretches inchoate, heterogeneous, obscure. Much of it is an 
opaque mass of facts. 

It is up to the historian to chart a course through these ex-

o Cf. Chapter 6, pages 15o-5z. 
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pauses. Now whatever questions he brings to bear on some 
portion or aspect of historical reality, he is invariably confronted 
with two tasks: ( 1)  He must establish the relevant evidence as 
impartially as possible; and ( z) be must try to render intelligi
ble the material thus secured. I am aware, of course, that fact

finding and exegesis are two sides of one and the same indivisi
ble process. The historian cannot assemble the evidence needed 
unless he is guided by an idea, however vague, of what he 
wants to recover of the past and why he wants to recover it; and 
reversely, the evidence he gathers may in turn oblige him to 
modify his original hunches. So it goes on, spontaneity con
stantly alternating with receptivity. Yet for the purposes of anal
ysis these two intertwined components of any historical inquiry 
had better be kept apart. One might also say that the historian 
follows two tendencies-the realistic tendency which prompts 
him to get hold of all data of interest, and the formative ten
dency which requires him to explain the material in hand. He is 
both passive and active, a recorder and a creator. 

No doubt his procedures resemble those of the scientist. Does 
not the scientist too proceed from hypothesis to experiment and 
observation and back again to hypothesis in a practically in
terminable movement? Yet these simila1ities of conduct should 
not lead one to confuse history with a science proper. In fact, 

their unifying effect is largely outweighed by the methodologi
cal implications of the differences behveen human affairs and 
the events of nature. (The logical positivists, eager to stress the 
scientific character of historiography, tend to minimize the im
pact of these material differences, while harping upon the simi
larities between scientific and historical method. Their argument 
rests on the assumption that universals substantially cover the 

areas they define and that the general properties of a class of 
phenomena-in our case those similarities-take precedence 
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over the less general qualities of the particular phenomena be
longing to that class. Impregnated with the awe of high abstrac
tions, this assumption conforms to ingrained habits of thought; I 
wonder, though, whether it is invulnerable. Considerations 
along the lines of a material logic may qualify the claim to 
unconditional priority of formal logic.)., 6. Remember that, un
like the scientist's nature world, historical reality, this mixture of 
natural events and relatively free decisions, resists a breakdown 
into repeatable elements which relate to one another in defi
nitely fixable ways. Nor is the whole of it amenable to (longi
tudinal) laws. This constitution of the historical universe
which has more in common with the Lebenswelt than with the 
reduced nature of the scientist's making-poses problems not 
found outside it. They bear, for instance, on the establishment 
of the evidence, the degree of objectivity attainable to the histo
rian, etc.; and they are decidedly of greater consequence than 
all the similarities that obtain between historical and scientific 
pursuits. 

The beginnings of modem historiography are marked by a 
strong concern with the realistic tendency which stood little 
chance of asserting itself in the then prevailing moral and philo
sophical histories. Efforts to expose the past in its nakedness 
went band in hand with attacks on the speculative syntheses 
veiling it. The 18th-century Goettingen historians, such as Gat
terer and Schloezer, condemned the "superficialities of the phi
losophes." 7 Ranke likewise aimed at protecting historical reality 
against its violation by "an abstract system, construction, and 
philosophy of history"; 8 he rejected, in Butterfield's words, "a 
schematization that did not issue out of the recorded facts." 0 In 
the preface to his Geschichte der romanischen und ger
manischen V oellcer von 1494 bis 1514 he ffouted the moralizing 

� See Chapter 8. 
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historians of his time who assigned to history the "office of judg
ing the past, of instructing the present for the benefit of future 
ages." 1° Follows the famous statement that he himself only 
wants to show "wie es eigentlich gewesen"-"how things actu
ally were." 11 

This book, his first, appeared in 18.24. Only fifteen years later, 
and photography came into being. It seems of great interest to 
me that, in the dimension of the representative arts, Daguerre's 
invention raised issues and demands similar to those which 
played so large a role in contemporary historiography. 

It was a conscious connection for Heine, who, in the dedica
tion of Lutezia to Prince Piickler-Muskau, which is dated Paris, 
August 1854, states the purpose he had in mind with this book 
on "politics, art, and popular life," which he arranged from his 
journalistic writings. "To brighten the saddening reports," he 
writes, '1 interwove them with descriptions from the field of the 
arts and sciences . . .  Tbis was . . .  done . . .  to give the 
genuine picture of the time itself in its smallest nuances. An 
honest daguerreotype must render faithfully a fly as much as the 
proudest horse, and this is what my reports are: a daguer
reotypic history book in which each day entered its own picture 
and the artist's ordering mind, by assembling such pictures, pro
duced a work in which that which is depicted documents its 
faithfulness authentically by itself. But in any case, my book 
. . . may serve the later historian as a historical source which, 
as I said, carries in itself surety for its daily truth." 12 

Was it the Zeitgeist to which this correspondence of historiog
raphy and the new invention of daguerreotypy must be laid? I 
shall show that they point to significant analogies between his
tory and the two media which portray the world about us with 
the aid of a camera-photography itself and photographic film. 
For an understanding of history it may therefore prove helpful 
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to inquire into the nature of these analogies. Of course, one 
cannot find out about them without taking a look at the relevant 
characteristics of the photographic media.18 

Not all the art media can be said to have a peculiar character : 
the various styles in painting, for instance, are least dependent 
upon the materials stylized and given technical factors. But pho
tography resembles the diverse branches of knowledge in that it 
calls certain properties its own which tend to condition work 
within its confines. As far back as the archaic days of the me
dium, discerning critics diagnosed them by marvelling at the 
camera's exceptional ability to record as well as reveal visible, or 
potentially visible, physical reality. Gay-Lussac for one revelled 
in the "mathematical exactness" 14 of every detail on photo
graphic plates and insisted that no detail, "even if impercepti
ble," can escape "the eye and brush of this new painter." 15 

(The term "painter," as used· here, calls to mind the time when 
automobiles still looked like carriages without horses.) By the 
same token, a Paris journa list would, toward the end of the 
centwy, praise the first Lumiere films for presenting, or indeed 
being, "nature caught in the act." 16 In short, it was recognized 
at the outset that photography is uniquely equipped to follow 

the realistic tendency to an extent unattainable to the related 
traditional arts. 

This led the naive 19th-century realists to identify photogra
phy as a reproduction technique. They were agreed that it 
records nature with a fidelity "equal to nature itself"; 17 and 
they extolled prints which, to paraphrase Ranke's dictum, 
seemed to them to show how things actually are ( wie es eigent
lich ist). Delacroix compared daguerreotypy to a "dictionary" of 

nature.1s Photography is in character only, those scientific- . 
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minded realists held, if it is tantamount to an impersonal render
ing of external phenomena. Proust in his novel adopted this 
view, perhaps because it enabled him effectively to contrast his 
involuntary, completely subjective memories with the external 
and objective memories deposited in photographic statements. 
So he features emotional detachment as the photographer's fore
most virtue. With him, the ideal photographer is an indiscrim
inating mirror, the counterpart of the camera lens.19 

When meditating about their craft, historians sometimes drag 
in photography and then claim that the historian should not be ·-· , 

I mistaken for a cameraman. Thus Droysen declared that the his- / 
torical narrative is not intended to "photograph" past events but 

aims at conveying our conceptions of them from this or that 
point of view.20 Modern historians chime in: "The function of 
the historian," says Namier, "is akin to that of the painter and 
not of the photographic camera: to discover and set forth, to 
single out and stress that which is  of the nature of the thing, and 
not to reproduce indiscriminately all that meets the eye." 21 

Marc Bloch too speaks of the meaninglessness of a "simple pho
tographie" of human reality.22 Such references to the photo
graphic medium would be entirely uncalled for were not the 
historians making them alert to the possibility that history and 
photography have something to do with each other after all. On 
the other hand, they hint at this possibility only to deny it 
categorically. Why do they reject the very comparisons they 
themselves care to suggest? All of them want to discredit the 
positivistic notion of the historian as a sheer recording instru
ment, passively (and impassively) registering a mass of unsifted 
data and facts. And not only Droysen, the contemporary of the 
primitive 19th-century realists, but also Namier and Bloch, who 
should have known better, take it for granted that the camera 
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( holds up a mirror to nature. As a result, they must, indeed, 
1_ imagine the historian deserving of the name to be the antipode 
. of the photographer. 

Naive realism has long since gone; and nobody today would 
dream of calling the camera a mirror. Actually, there is no mir
ror at all. Even Proust's ideal photographer is bound to transfer 
three-dimensional phenomena to the plane and sever their ties 
with the surroundings. More important, he cannot help structur
ing the inflowing impressions; the simultaneous perceptions of 
his other senses, certain perceptual form categories inherent in 
his nervous system, and not least his general disposition, compel 
him to organize the visual raw material in the act of seeing. This 
being so, there is no earthly reason why the photographer 
should suppress his formative urges in the interest of the neces
sarily futile attempt to achieve objectivity-that simon-pure ob
jectivity so coveted by Taine that he wanted "to reproduce the 
objects as they . . . would be even if I did not exist." 23 In any 
case, all great photographers have felt free to select motif, 
frame, leas, £.Iter, emulsion, and grain according to their sensi
bilities. (Was it otherwise with Ranke? His vision of universal 
history, for instance, did not seem to encroach on his desire to 
show things as they were. Perhaps it is possible to say of him 
that his formative strivings joined forces with his realis tic de
signs.) The upshot is that photographs true to type may range 
from neutral renderings of physical reality to highly subjective 
statements. Had Namier been aware of this he might have 
found it advisable to compare the historian to a photographer 
instead of a painter. Fortunately, at least one distinguished con
temporary historian-H.-!. Marrou-is sufficiently conversant 
with the medium to expose tl1e bias of his confreres. He draws 
attention to the prints of men like Nadar and Cartier-Bresson; 
and he judiciously argues that, thanks to the intervention of 
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authentic photographers in the mechanical processes involved, 
their pictures have something personal about them and are pro
foundly informed.2� 

Should we conclude, then, that in the final analysis photogra
phy does not differ from the established arts? The history of the 
photographic media tells us of efforts and achievements which 
seem to bear out this conclusion. Take the 19th-century "artist
photographers": not content with what they believed to be a 
mere copying of visible reality, they set their mind on pictures 
which, as an English critic requested, would delineate Beauty 
instead of solely representing Truth. 25 One of them, the sculp
tor Adam-Salomon, indulged in portraits which, because of their 
"Rembrandt-lighting" and velvet drapery, caused Lamartine to 
recant his initial opinion that photographs were just a "plagia
rism of nature." 26 The camera, "this new painter," thus reas
sumed the function of a painter in the traditional sense. Nor do 
the experimental photographers of our days care about its spe
ci£c abilities. Quite the contrary, they often deliberately depart 
from the realistic point of view, utilizing the techniques at their 
disposal to produce pictures which might as well be reproduc
tions of abstract paintings.27 In film, the same longings for 
emancipation from the outer world, for self-expression, and 
rounded-out composition, manifest themselves time and again. 
The avant-garde film artists of the 'twenties, for instance, edited 
otherwise realistic pictorial material according to musical 
rhythms, freely invented shapes instead of recording and dis
covering them, and made real-life shots illustrate contents and 
meanings which were anything but an implication of what the 
visuals actually sbowed.28 That similar intentions also material
ize in historiography should all the more be expected since his
tory coincides with the camera crafts in challenging its adepts to 
capture a given universe. The challenge is strict enough to rouse 
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the urge for discounting it. To remain within the dimension of 
art, numbers of historical writings impress you as being deter
mined by their authors' inherent form designs rather than the 
peculiar formation of their material. It goes without saying that 
I do not think here of romanced lives and the like but of certain 
works of professional scholarship. They testify to an acute con
sciousness of organizational arrangements and matters of style; 
and there is an air of completeness about them which recalls the 
compact texture of experimental photographs. One wonders, for · 
example, whether Huizinga's The Waning of the Middle Ages 
does not primarily stem from his desire to shape a mood and 
from a concern with Beauty that limits the scope of his research 
by stimulating and guiding it.29 

Even though Pieter Ceyl finds fault with the aestheticizing 
attitude behind this work, he cannot help respecting it as a 
"masterpiece." 30 True, in my Father's house are many man
sions, but is it not equally true that, from a secular point of 
view, some mansion or other may be preferable to the rest of 
them? I submit that the products of a medium with specific 
characteristics are the more satisfactory if they build from these 
characteristics. To express the same in negative terms, an ac
complishment defying the properties, if any, of its medium is 
likely to offend our sensibilities; the old iron structures with 
their borrowings from nco-Gothic stone architecture arc as irri
tating as they are venerable. It follows from this principle
which I have called the "basic aesthetic principle" in my Theory 

of Film 31-that the photographer will not come into his own 
unless he tlies to do what his camera permits him to do better 
than anybody else; he must go to the limit, that is, in recording 
and penetrating physical reality. Imagine two photographic por
traits, one in the nature of a casual self-revelation, still "instinct 
with the illusion of life," 32 and the other so stylized in terms of 
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lighti�g. background, etc., that it no longer suggests life in its 
flux: there is no question but that the former will strike one as 
more intrinsically photographic than the latter. The photogra
pher's approach may be said to be "photographic" if his forma
tive aspirations supp01t rather than oppose his realistic inten
tions. This implies that he resembles not so much the expressive 
artist as the imaginative reader bent on studying and decipher
ing an elusive text. His "intensity of vision," one of the guild has 
it, should be rooted in a "real respect for the thing in front of 
him." as Owing to the camera's revealing power, he has also 
traits of an explorer who, filled with curiosity, roams yet uncon
quered spaces. The genuine photographer summons up his 
being not to discharge it in autonomous creations but to dissolve 
it into the substances of the real-life phenomena befor� his lens, 
so that they are both left intact and made transparent If pho
tography is an art, it is an art with a difference: unlike the 
traditional arts, it takes pride in not completely consuming its 
raw material. 

A few lines after having indicated his determination to show 
"wie es eigentlich gewesen," Ranke makes a remark of similar 
consequence: "The writing of history cannot be expected to pos
sess the same free development of its subject which, in theory at 
least, is expected in a work of literature." 84 (Somewhat vague 
as Ranke's theoretical observations usually are, they have the 
advantage of resulting not from a pottering about with a set of 
abstractions but from his undiluted experience as a practicing 
historian.)  \Vhat he wants to convey is this: It is the historian's 
business adequately to render, and account for, human affairs of 
the past. This in turn means that his craft imposes certain re
strictions upon him. He lacks the novelist's or dramatist's free
dom to alter or shape his matelial as he pleases. Ranke thus 
formulates a principle which delimits the field of historiogra-



IDSTORY: THE LAST THINGS BEFORE THE LAST 

phy; its function is that of a "no trespassing" sign warning po
tential transgressors of the dangers they may incur. Need it be 
said that this principle-whose validity for history in the mod
ern sense can hardly be doubted-corresponds to the "basic 
aesthetic principle" which serves as a criterion for photographic 
activities? In exact analogy to the photographic approach, the 
"historical approach" comes true only if the historian's spon
taneous intuition does not interfere with his loyalty to the evi
dence but, conversely, benefits his empathic absorption in it. 
One will now better understand why rustorians are filled with 
distrust of philosophical speculations which, like oversized gar
ments, hang loosely around the body of facts and why they 
entertain scruples, legitimate or not, about historical writings 
whose literary beauty stands out conspicuously. 

The thing that matters in both photography and history is 
obviously the "right'' balance between the realistic and forma

tive tendencies. The conditions under which that balance mate
rializes can be epitomized by a simple, quasi-mathematical 
formula: Realistic Tendency > Formative Tendency. This for
mula covers a diversity of cases. They may be arranged along a 
continuum the one pole of which I propose to assign to state
ments intended to lay bare some portion of given reality as 
faithfully as possible. I am thinking of the many fact-oriented 
historical accounts which, often in the form of monographs, 
concentrate on the exhibition of a complex of events, develop
ments, or situations, with only the slightest interference of sub
jective preferences and formative designs. Their equivalents in 
the dimension of camera work are straight pictorial records, 
such as artless photographs, impersonal newsreel shots, and the 
like. Statements in tills vein come nearest to being reproduc
tions. But at least they meet the minimum requirement of their 
respective media. The opposite pole of the continuum is occu-
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pied by readings in which spontaneity and receptivity seem to 
be in a state of equilibrium, interpretation so perfectly matching 
the pertinent data that it neither overwhelms them nor leaves an 
undigested remainder. Alfred Stieglitz's print of a group of hud

dled trees is a photograph of really existing trees and at the 
same time a memorable image-or should I say allegory?-of 
autumnal sadness. Among the parallels I have come across in 
historiography, Panofsky's "principle of disjunction" is as good 
an example as any. According to it, in the high and later Middle 
Ages works of art which borrow their form from a classical 
model are as a rule invested with Christian signillcance, whereas 
works of art which illustrate a classical theme drawn from 
pagan literary sources invariably represent their topic in a non
classical, contemporary form.85 The principle fits the findings of 
empirical research all the more neatly since Panofsky is at pains 
to explain the known exceptions to the first alternative. If the 
equilibrium is strained it becomes very precarious indeed: at 
first sight, certain photographs-e.g., Moholy-Nagy's From the 
Berlin Wireless Tower-appear to be nonobjective compositions, 
while upon closer inspection they reveal themselves as render
ings of natural objects from an unconventional camera angle. A 
light shift of emphasis in the same direction and the "right" 
balance between reproduction and construction is upset. We 

enter the region where the historian's formative impulses get the 
better of his realistic intentions . . .  

There is, then, a fundamental analogy between historiography 
and the photographic media: like the photographer, the his
torian is loath to neglect his recording obligations over his pre
conceptions and fully to consume the raw material he tries to 
mould. But this is not the whole story. Another basic analogy 
bears on the subject matter peculiar to the two fields of en
deavor. Provided the still and motion picture cameras acknowl-
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edge the "basic aesthetic principle," they customarily focus on a 
world which is certainly not the abstract nature of science. Nor 
is it a world intimating some well-ordered cosmos, for "there is 
no Cosmos on the screen, but an earth, trees, the sky, streets, 
and railways . . ." 36 Rather, "camera-reality"-the sort of real
ity on which the photographer, or film maker, opens his lens
has all the earmarks of the Lebenswelt. It comprises inanimate 
objects, faces, crowds, people who intermingle, suffer, and hope; 
its grand theme is life in its fullness, life as we commonly experi
ence it. 

Small wonder that camera-reality parallels historical reality in . 
terms of its structure, its general constitution. Exactly as histori-. 
cal reality, it is partly patterned, partly amorphous-a conse- . 
quence, in both cases, of the half-cooked state of our everyday 
world. And it shows features which are of a piece with the 
characteristics of the historian's universe. To begin with, pho
tographers seem to be prone to highlight the contingent nature 
of their material. Random events are the very meat of snap
shots; authentic photographs look as if their subjects were 
plucked en route. By the same token, film makers have a pen
chant for rendering transient impressions and unforeseeable 
encounters. (That this susceptibility to the accidental rather 
than providential may be turned to advantage also by historians, 
was recognized already at the beginning of photography. In the 
Brockhaus Lexikon of 1840 Friedrich von Raumer's contempo
rary histories are praised for resembling daguerreotypes in that 
they capture the "fleeting shadows of the present" on the 
wing. )37 Chance configurations being fragments, photography 
further tends to suggest endlessness. A genuine photograph pre
cludes the notion of completeness. Its frame marks a provisional 
limit; its content points beyond that frame, referring to a multi
tude of real-life phenomena which cannot possibly be encom-
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passed in their entirety. And films? It is as if they were animated 
by the chimerical desire to establish the continuum of physical 
existence with all its psychological and mental correspondences. 
To make us aware of it, film directors frequently digress from 
the action they picture for no reason other than to explore the 
visible environment in which it comes to pass; thus Olivier in his 
Hamle.t has his camera incessantly travel and "pan" through the 
labyrinthine interiors of, alas, a studio-built Elsinore. Or a seem
ing Gestalt is broken down into virtually innumerable elements; 
an ideal case in point is Eisenstein's attempt to evoke, in his 
stillborn screen adaptation of An American Tragedy, the infinity 
of factors and circumstances instrumental in Clyde's decision to 
murder Roberta.0-There is, in addition, the camera's affinity 
for the indetem1inate. To be sure, the photographer endows his 
pictures with form and meaning to the extent that he makes 
deliberate choices. But however selective, his prints still are 
bound to record nature in the raw. Like the natural objects 
themselves, they will therefore be surrounded by a fringe of 
indistinct multiple meanings. The same holds true of motion 
pictures as a matter of course. Discussing the properties of the 
film shot, a French critic sagaciously observes that it "delimits 
without de£ning" and that it has the quality, "unique among the 
arts, of offering not much more explanations than reality." as 

But what is the good of indulging in analogies? Why dote on 
a subject only to jilt it for a similar subject? So do monkeys 
swing from branch to branch, tree to tree. Moreover, such com
parisons are all too often products of intellectual laziness. They 
serve to substitute an apparently familiar topic for the unfamil
iar one under cc;msideration; and those making them usually 
capitalize on superficial resemblances to return, as fast as possi

" See pages 28-zg. 
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ble, to the port from which they ventured forth. However, in the 
case of the present meditations, analogical procedures are justi
fied, if not required, for h¥0 reasons. First, the analogy between 
historiography and the photographic media is not simply an easy 
expedient but results from the solid fact that work in the two 
areas hinges on identical conditions: both crafts are committed 
to concern themselves with given worlds of comparable struc
ture and therefore canalize the performers' creative possibilities 
in like ways. Second, the field of history is cluttered up with 
inheiited habits of thought and themes of long standing which 
altogether render it nearly impenetrable. The ascendancy of ab

stract reasoning under the auspices of science and traditional 
philosophy is apt to obstruct all efforts to interpret the experi
ences and aspirations peculiar to this area in really appropriate 
terms. Actually, the whole area is pervaded, and overshadowed, 
by a curious blend of concrete ad hoc insights and ill-fitting 
generalities. Add to this that previous modes of conversing with 
the past-e.g., the Christian conception of history-stubbornly 
survive and, camouflaged or not, continue to prove attractive; 
their presence cannot but create a deceptive semblance of famil
iarity which further blurs the picture. In contradistinction to this 
state of things, the photographer's universe is, in a way, more 
readily accessible. As pictorial media, photography and film 

speak directly to the senses; and anybody susceptible to aes
thetic values is, on principle, in a position to appraise their 
particular beauties, potentialities, and limitations without much 
ado. This opens up promising avenues for analysis. Not to men
tion that the analogy with photography helps defarniliarize 
habitual aspects in the historical field, the odds are that our 
understanding of certain issues with which the historian is  grap
pling will greatly profit by recourse to corresponding issues in 
the photographic crafts. Here implications and solutions hidden 
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from view in the historical dimension stand a fair chance of 
becoming visible at once. It may be anticipated that especially 
the cinematic narrative is rich in clues that afford an opportu
nity for enlightening comparisons. 



3 
Present Interest 

"On the wide ocean on which we shall venture out," says Burck
hardt in the opening passage of his Renaissance, "the possible 
routes and courses are many, and the identical studies made for 
this volume could, if dealt with by another man, . . . easily oc
casion essentially different conclusions." 1 Burckhardt's remark, 
made at so important a place, testifies to his intense awareness 

of the role which the historian's personal outlook and indeed 
temper play in the rendering and understanding of the past. 
(The reason why historical knowledge involves subjectivity to a 

larger extent than does strictly scientific knowledge lies primar
ily with the fact that different universes challenge the investi
gator's formative powers in different ways. While the establish
ment of the world of science, this web of relationships between 

elements abstracted from, or imposed upon, nature, requires 

mathematical imagination rather than, say, moral ingenuity, the 

penetration of the historian's world which resists easy break
downs into repeatable units calls for the efforts of a self as rich 

in facets as the human affairs reviewed.2 That these too may in 
a measure be subjected to scientific treatment proper is quite 
another matter.) 
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Because of the cognitive functions of the historian's self, a 

definition of its nature would seem to be all the more desirable. 
Should it not at least be possible to fasten, so to speak, this 
elusive entity to the peg of rationally controllable conditions? 

Here is where a theory comes in which-to express it in the 
terms of that theory-could not arise but in the wake of histori
cism. Since historical writings themselves are products of his
tory, the argument runs, the views they convey depend on their 
authors' position in time and place. This proposition means two 
things-that the historian's mind is shaped by contemporary 
influences and that in tum his preoccupation with contemporary 
issues accounts for the why and how of his devotion to the past. 
The living present is thus identified as tl1e fountainhead and 
goal of history. The foremost philosophical exponents of this 
"present-interest" theory are Croce and Collingwood. Without 
neglecting the conditioning power of the historian's environ
ment, they pay special attention to the need for his involvement, 
moral or otherwise, in the problems of his day. One knows 
Croce's dictum that history is contemporary history; a he sup
plements it by contending that "only an interest in the life of the 
present can move one to investigate past fact." 4 (As a person 
and historian, he himself was animated by a magnificent interest 
in the cause of liberty.) Similarly, Collingwood features the 
historian as a "son of his time" 11 who "re-enacts" the past out of 
his immersion in present-day conccrns.6 In addition, both think
ers are alert to the necessity for them to justify their emphasis on 
the present by endowing it with metaphysical significance. This 
gets them into deep waters, for both of them refute, or pretend 
to refute, any principle governing the whole of human history 
and yet cannot help re-introducing it in order to explain the 
uniqueness of the present moment. It will suffice to mention that 
Croce conceives of this moment as a phase-the temporarily 
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ultimate phase-of a dialectical and, all in all, progressive 
movement. True, Collingwood, who radically reduces history to 
the (better manageable) history of thought, does not share 
Croce's belief in total progress,7 but he too holds that the suc
cessive thoughts of the past form a comprehensible chain lead
ing to, and climaxing in, the present. With the two of them, the 
ideal historian is the mouthpiece of History's 

·
last will, or, in 

Croce's words, of the "spirit" which is history and "bears with it 
all its history." 8 Whenever philosophers speculate on the "idea 
of history," Hegel's "world spirit" pops up behind the bushes. 
Finally, both thinkers insist that the historian cannot discover 
that which is essential in history unless he reconstructs the past 
in the light of what Collingwood calls his "a priori imagination" 
-an imagination which, according to premise, is geared to the 
requirements of the situation in which he finds himself. Indeed, 
if, as both Collingwood and Cwce take for granted, the present 
moment virtually contains all the moments preceding it, only 
those who really live in and with the present will be able to get 
at the core of past life. In this view, historical truth is a variable 
of present interest. The time whose son the historian is not only 
transmits to him its preferences and prejudices but rewards his 
dedication to its pecu liar tasks by offering him guidance as he 
ventures into the dark of times gone by. 

No doubt there is something to be said in favor of this propo
sition. The .Srst of the two assumptions it comprises-the as
sumption of the impact of the historian's "milieu" on his ( uncon
scious) thought-is actually endorsed by many a practicing his
torian.o In fact, it sounds all but self-evident. On their way 
through time, nations, societies, and civilizations are usually 
confronted with problems which, delimiting their horizon, cap
tivate the imagination of all contemporaries. Think of such 
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present-day issues as the struggle for supremacy between the 
democratic and Communist power blocs, the revolutionary ad
vance of Western technology, the transition from a national to a 
global frame of reference, the increase of leisure time and the 
ensuing demand for "mass culture" on a hitherto unheard-of 
scale, etc.: whatever we hope and fear relates to these issues, 
whether we know it or not. They literally hypnotize the mind; 
and arising from the crisscross patterns of divergent opinions, a 
confused din of them permanently :fills the air. Their seeming 
inescapability lends weight to Carr's advice: "Before you study 
the historian, study his historical and social environment." 10 

Given to studies in this vein, historians of historiography ad
vance many observations to the effect that historical writings 
tend to reflect responses to the fixed topics of the periods from 
which they issue. Butterfield, for instance, shrewdly remarks 
that the stand which German 19th-century historians took in the 
then raging political dispute between pro-Austrians and pro
Prussians automatically colored their ideas about the beneficial 
or disastrous consequences of the German medieval monarchy. 
As a result, "problems of German medieval history were staged 
against the background of the nineteenth-century struggle be
tween Prussia and Austria, even though this involved a gigantic 
anachronism." 11 There is no end of such attempts to demon
strate the projective character of historiography. Here are, se
lected at random, some of the .findings they yield: Kant's ethics 
flows from the moral convictions of German pietism; 12 

Niebuhr's Demosthenes is a thinly disguised Stein or Fichte, his 
Chaeronea the counterpart of Jena; 13 Gibbon's work reveals 
him as a disciple of Voltaire, a "Europeen de !'age des 
Lumieres"; 14 and of course, nobody can fail to notice that 
Mommsen's Roman History mirrors the views of the 1848 Ger
man liberals.1G ( Mommsen himself was quite conscious of the 
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"modem tone" of his narrative in which he deliberately used 
contemporary political terms to "bring down the ancients from 
their fantastic pedestal into the real world.") 16 

Findings of this type immediately strike us as plausible be
cause we are accustomed to credit environmental influences and 
the like ''lfith the power of swaying minds. So it is natural for us 
to think of the historian as a son of his time. I submit that this 
apparently self-evident assumption is the outcome of faulty rea
soning. It cannot be upheld unless one accepts Croce's doctrine 
that the historical period is a unit informed by the "spirit" of 
that period, that any such period is a phase of the historical 

process, and that the historical process must be imagined as a 
dialectical movement whose successive phases are meaningfully 
connected with each other. (It goes without saying that Colling
wood's thesis of the all-inclusiveness of "present thought" falls 
into line with Croce's.)  Then it is possible indeed to define the 
historian's self in terms of its position in time; it fulfills its true 
nature if it conforms to the spirit of the period to which it 
belongs. However, the Croce-Collingwood doctrine suffers from 
two iJ.Temediable shortcomings: it rests on the untenable prem
ise that the £ow of chronological time is the carrier of all his
tory; and it £agrantly conflicts with a large body of experiences 
regarding the structure of the period. Since the interrelated con
cepts of the period and of historical time will be dealt with later 
on, .. I shall confine myself here to a remark, somewhat provi
sional at that, on the doctrine's inadequacy to these experiences. 
Contrary to what Croce postulates, the typical period is not so 
much a unified entity with a spirit of its own as a precarious 

conglomerate of tendencies, aspirations, and activities which 
more often than not manifest themselves independently of one 

another. This is not to deny the existence, at any given moment, 

• See Chapter 6. 
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of certain widespread and even prevailing beliefs, goals, atti
tudes, etc. I venture to guess that their presence, an empirical 
fact rather than a metaphysical "must," is in a measure ac
counted for by the "principle of mental economy," established in 
Chapter 1; for the rest, would it not be surprising if there were 
no interaction of a sort between the heterogeneous elements 
that make up a period? Simultaneity also favors cohesion. But if 
the period is a unit at all, it is a diffuse, fluid, and essentially 
intangible unit. Note the admirable caution with which Marc 
Bloch approaches an issue which Croce settles dogmatically. 
Bloch, truly a historian's historian, acknowledges the impact 
which, in the heyday of the feudal age, French culture as a 
whole exerted on Europe, and then tentatively adds a few rea
sons for its sweeping success. That he himself does not set great 
store by them follows from his concluding remark: "But this 
having been said, we may well ask ourselves if it is not futile to 
attempt to explain something which, in the present state of our 
knowledge of man, seems to be beyond our understanding-the 
ethos of a civilization and its power of attraction." 17 

And here is the point I wish to drive home. If the historian's 
"historical and social environment" is not a fairly self-contained 
whole but a fragile compound of frequently inconsistent en
deavors in flux, the assumption that it moulds his mind makes 
little sense. It does make sense only in the contexts of a philoso
phy which, like Croce's, hypostatizes a period spirit, claims our 
dependence on it, and thus determines the mind's place in the 
historical process from above and without. Seen from within, 
the relations between the mind and its environment are indeter
minate. Even supposing that contemporary inlluences were bet
ter definable than they actually are, their binding power would 
still be limited by the mind's freedom to initiate new situations, 
new systems of relationships. After having brilliantly deduced 



68 HISTORY: THE LAST THJNCS BEFORE THE LAST 

the effects of Periclean Athens on the formation of Thucydides' 
mind, Finley, the Harvard classicist, voices scruples about his 
own inferences; he declares that "the influence of the contempo
rary world on any man is of a complexity which defies all but 
the crudest analysis." 18 His circumspection compares favorably 
with the kind of observations dear to students of historiography 
-observations which exhaust themselves in showing that this or 
that historian unintentionally projects influential contemporary 
ideas into his accounts of the past. To be sure, such projections 
do occur but they are by no means inevitable. Maitland, for 
example, knew how to avoid them, tl1ereby improving on Bishop 
Stubbs, his contemporary, who unwittingly added Victorian 
liberalism "to the cargo that the Anglo-Saxons brought with 
them to England from their North German forests." 19 Never
theless, at this point an objection suggests itself which seems to 
confum the impact of time and place. Are we not usually able to 
trace documents, literary products, or works of art to the periods 
of their origin? We undoubtedly are. Upon closer inspection, 
however, this argument defeats its purpose, for as a rule 
achievements of the past can be dated only on the basis of 
characteristics which do not, or at least need not, involve their 
intrinsic intentions and meanings. Clues may be offered by styl
istic peculiarities, references to otherwise familiar events, the 
recourse to knowledge unobtainable before a particular histori
cal moment, etc. Moreover, as with all circumstantial evidence, 
the conclusions drawn from these secondary characteristics are 
anythirlg but irrefutable truths. In sum, the whole assumption 
examined here stands and falls with the belief that people actu

ally "belong" to their period. This must not be so. Vico is an 
outstanding instance of chronological exterritoriality; and it 
would be extremely difficult to derive Burckhardt's complex and 
ambivalent physiognomy as a historian from the conditions un-
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der which he lived and worked. Like great artists or thinkers, 
great historians are biological freaks: they father the time that 
has fathered them. Perhaps the same holds true of mass move
ments, revolutions.20 

According to the second assumption inherent in the present
interest theory, the historian is not only a son of his time but a 
son utterly devoted to it He must be prompted by a deep 
concern 'l>vith its problems, sorrows, and objectives, or else the 
past he wants to resuscitate will never come to life. Croce and 
Collingwood bring this line of thought to its logical conclusion 
by contending that present-mindedness is prerequisite to any 
significant reconstruction of historical reality. 

Their radical proposition sheds light on the dangerous impli
cations of the assumption underlying it. I intend to show that 
this assumption entails a shift of emphasis from the realistic to 
the formative tendency which threatens to upset the "right" bal
ance between the two of them. 0 Historians who proceed 
straight from present interest are apt to obscure, and indeed 
submerge, the evidence. A nice instance is the following: under 
the pressure of conventional preferences and, I presume, con
temporary reader demands, Cortes biographers have up to now 
featured only the more dramatic events of his life-the conquest 
of the Aztec, the expedition to Honduras, etc.-while leaving 
unused the rich source material in the archives of Mexico and 
Spain which would have enabled them to shed light on the 
Conqueror's later career.21 The investigator's aggressiveness 
tends to frighten the past back into the past; instead of convers
ing with the dead, he himself does most of the talking. Remem
ber Butterfield's remark on the "gigantic anachronism" to which 
19th-century German medieval histories fell prey because of 

" See pages 56-57· 
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their authors' na'ive indulgence in pro-Prussian or pro-Austrian 
sentiments. 

It pays to take a good look at Collingwood's argument in 
support of his position. To be sure, exactly like Croce, he points 
to the necessity for the historian to secure the facts, or what we 
commonly believe to be facts, with scholarly accuracy; he even 
requests him to "re-enact" past experiences_:_a request which 
obviously calls for an effort on the historian's part temporarily to 
disregard present-day experiences. Yet at the same time Colling
wood characterizes the ideal historian in terms which make it 
seem improbable that be should ever be able to live up to these 
obligations. A counterpart of the Baconian natural scientist, Col
lingwood's historian treats history as if it were nature. Instead of 
waiting for what the sources may wish to tell him, he questions 
his material in accordance with his own hunches and hypotheses 
and like a scienti£c experimenter forces it to answer his ques
tions.22 How the poor man will manage to get substantial an
swers from the past-a past which is not merely nature
without waiting for its possible communications, Collingwood 
does not care to reveal to us. 

Or rather, he tries to clarify the issue by comparing the his
torian with the sleuth in detective novels.23 As he sees it, both 
figures coincide in detecting hidden truths by way of active 
questioning. It is a particular detective Collingwood has in 
mind: Agatha Christie's incomparable Monsieur Hercule Poirot. 
This archetypal model of a Collingwoodian historian derides the 
police for collecting everything which might eventually turn out 
to be a clue and, strictly opposed to their pedestrian methods, 
emphatically asserts that the secret of detection consists in using 
one's ''little grey cells." In Collingwood's words: "You can't col
lect your evidence before you begin thinking, he [Poirot] meant; 
.because thinking means asking questions (logicians, please 
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note), and nothing is evidence, except in relation to some defi
nite question." 24 Now much as I admire Hercule Poirot's mi
raculous "a priori imagination"-miraculous because it often hits 
the mark in the absence of any palpable clue-as an assiduous 
reader of detective stories I am bound to admit that he is not 
the only detective with a superior record and that some of his 
peers are little inclined to agree with him on this score. Superin
tendent Arnold Pike of Scotland Yard for one, the hero of Philip 
MacDonald's delightful yarn Murder Gone Mad, refuses to rely 
on his "little grey cells" at the beginning of an investigation: "I 
just try to collect facts whether they appear to have any bearing 
on the case or not. Then, suddenly, when I've been digging 
round long enough and hard enough, I maybe dig up something 
which seems to click in my mind and become a good starting-off 
place for a think." 2:i I might as well add that his subsequent 
think is very ingenious indeed. There are, then, sleuths and 
sleuths. The moral is that Collingwood should have read more 
detective novels. 

Fortunately, the spell his theory casts over him wears thin at 
intervals-which, on some such occasion, permits Collingwood 
to realize that his historian is in a predicament; he is faced with 
the problem of resurrecting a past whose nature his involvement 
in present thought tends to conceal from him. The problem so 
posed admits only of one "solution": if the historian does not 
seriously reach out for the evidence and get close to it-if he 
insists on present-rnindedness-the evidence must be made to 
move toward him. Collingwood, intent on demonstrating that 
pronounced aggressiveness and intimate contact with the given 
material may well go together, eagerly seizes on this seeming 
possibility. He claims that historians had better concentrate on 
events or developments for which they show genuine affi.nity.26 
The idea behind his advice is that the attraction which this or 
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that aspect of historical reality exerts on the historian will be 
reciprocated in kind-i.e., cause all relevant facts to rush out of 

their hiding-places, as if drawn to him by a sort of magnetic 
power. They are his for the asking. Nor need he further look 
into them; thanks to his sympathy for his subject matter, he 

knows all that there is to be known about it from within. It is 
understood that Collingwood's advice-by the way, he is not 
alone to offer it 27-fails to djspose of the problem it is meant to 
solve. Granted for the sake of argument that under certain cir
cumstances the historian fo1lowing this suggestion succeeds in 
bridging the gap between his "little grey cells, and the far
distant evidence, what will happen to those portions of the past 
which do not strike a sympathetic chord in him? Are they 
doomed to oblivion? More important, the device in which Col

lingwood takes refuge rests on the belief that love makes you 
see. Quite so. Yet the reverse holds true also, especially in the 
case where love is inseparably coupled with present interest. 
Then in all likelihood a historian's affinity for his topic will blind 
rather than sensitize him to its specific qualities. Arther Schlesin
ger, Jr.'s Age of Jackson-certainly a product of sympathy for 
this age-is considered not so much a contribution to original 
historical scholarship as a "young humanitarian's politically in

spired volume that succeeded in creating a popular image of 

Jackson as a forerunner of F.D.R." 28 Collingwood resorts to an 
ineffective expedient; and he rejects precisely the kind of love 
which really serves as an eye-opener: love of the past for its own 

sake. 
But his recourse to eligible affinities plays a marginal role 

after all. In the final analysis the Croce-Collingwood doctrine is 
founded on the two thinkers' conviction that history amounts to 

something like a comprehensible whole, an intelligible arrange
ment of things. Indeed, they must postulate the wholeness of 
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the historical universe in order to justify their identification of 
history as contemporary history. This equation is meaningful 
only if the historian's mate1ial is thought of as making up a 
virtually consistent and surveyable "cosmos" of a sort. Only then 

is he in a position to indulge in present-mindedness and yet 
have access to the past; only then may he reconstruct past 
thoughts from present thought without running the risk of mis
construing them. As elements of a, so to speak, closed system all 

pieces of the evidence he gathers can be expected to fall by 
themselves alone into place. The present-interest theory hinges 

on the idea of such a system-on one of the pipe-dreams of 
unfettered reason, that is. Once this dream is abandoned, it is 
easy to see that present interest lacks the magic attributed to it 

by Croce and Collingwood; that the historical facts are stub
born enough not to yield their secret to a historian who just 
treats them after the manner of a scientific experimenter. 

The ultimate consequences of this theory-consequences 

which Croce and Collingwood would hardly have sanctioned, 
though-are illustrated by a pseudo-historical genre which lies 
in the border region between history proper and prophecy. Born 
out of an existential concern with the present and the future in 
its womb, the genre I have in mind springs from the experience 
that the way in which we conceive of the past will help us 
achieve our goals (or interfere with their attainment ). "History 
feeds on history." 29 I do not wish to suggest, of course, that all 

histories partial to a cause would fall into that border region. It 
all is a matter of degree. No doubt the various Catholic and 
Protestant accounts of the Reformation are to a larger or lesser 
extent "engaged," but even so numbers of them are true his
tOiies inasmuch as they originate in an often admirable effort to 
render their material with scholarly detachment. This property 

of theirs makes them differ from what I should like to call 
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"existential" histories. No sooner does the historian's apologetic 
passion exceed his capacity for detachment than he crosses the 
threshold which separates the past as a field of study from the 
past as a means of exhortation, as a whip, a fiery challenge. 
History, as envisioned by the Jewish Prophets, is a series of 
partly supernatural transactions, with God's wrath or forgive
ness constantly intervening in the course of· secular events. By 
the same token, peoples acquiring statehood or assuming a new 
existence are prone to invent a past which transforms them into 
the standard-bearers of significant destinies. A striking case in 
point is the young Nietzsche, who in his essay Vom Nutzen und 
Nachteil der Historie fuer das Leben champions such uses or 
abuses of the past. He condemns the historians of his day-this 
"generation of eunuchs" 30-for indulging in aimless scholarly 
pursuits. Historicism, he has it, enlarges our horizon beyond our 
wants, destroys the instincts of the people, paralyzes vitality, 
etc.; it is altogether a vain human effort, a science got out of 
hand. Instead, he pleads for histories which serve "life," the life 
of the present. Croce's dictum: "History is contemporary his
tory" still reverberates with Nietzsche's determination to make 
the past meet the needs of the living. But while Croce advocates 
present-mindedness as a prerequisite of knowledgeable interpre
tation, Nietzsche holds that the last thing we, the living, do need 
is knowledge: " . . .  each people and in fact each man who is to 
become mature, wants . . . a delusion to be wrapped in, a 
. . . protective and veiling cloud . . ." 31 Plainly speaking, 
Nietzsche yearns for historians who surrender their preoccupa
tion with what really happened to such representations of the 
past as foster the illusions that keep us going. The demands of 
"life," however deceptive, would thus take precedence over the, 
in his view, emasculated search for historical truth, much of 
which he deems unnecessary anyway. As for these demands, 
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NietZsche looks forward to a time when we will again disregard 
the masses and turn the spotlight on the individuals, "who form 
a kind of bridge over the arid stream of becoming." 32 Here you 
have the idea of the "superman" in a pupa state. (On the other 
hand, the phrase of the "arid stream of becoming" with its anti
evolutionary ring-a phrase vaguely reminiscent of the Plato 
word quoted in Chapter 1 ° -is well worth remembering.) The 
rub in all of this is that Nietzsche, out of his inordinate and 
rather juvenile infatuation with "life," shuts his eyes to the enor
mous achievements of historicism; that he just wants to liquidate 
it instead of uncovering its meanings and then telling us where 
we should go from there. His essay has traits of an adolescent's 
inconsequential rebellion . . . . It remains to be mentioned 
that the existential genre stands the best chance of materializing 
when the whole of history comes into view. The larger the units 
a historian is dealing with, the greater the temptation for him to 
lapse into purposeful constructions with prophetic overtones. 

Yet I have no intention of throwing the child out with the 
bath water. It would be foolish indeed to deny that, like us other 
mortals, the historian is often moved by present interest. And 
this justly so; the fact that we live only once involves a moral 
obligation toward the living. The historian's concern with them 
-his desire better to understand the present-inspires many of 
his inquiries into the life of the dead. He may relate, somehow, 
the past to the present; and he may even wrest this or that 
secret from the past precisely by probing it in the light of con
temporary needs.33 Burckhardt, anxious to strengthen the 
awareness of historical continuity, considers it proper for histori
ans to feature all those past facts whose consequ�nces make 
themselves still felt in our time, our culture.84 Is there a historian 

0 See page 24. 
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who would not see eye to eye with him? To find out how we 
have become what we are has ever since been one of the grand 

designs of history.35 
However, none of these customary practices can be traced to 

the chimerical assumption that present interest is the master key 
which opens all the doors to the past, the axis around which 
everything revolves. Rather, whenever histonans-1 mean real 

historians-give the present its due, they do so, as Meinecke 
puts it, in the conviction that this is a "legitimate and necessary 
goal, but neither the only nor the highest one." 36 They would 
not dream of confusing present-mindedness with a methodolog

ical requirement. Take Marc Bloch; eager to transform history 
into a science, he insists, not unlike Collingwood, on the neces
sity for the historian to proceed with a scientist's aggressiveness 
from the very beginning; to cross-examine the past, that is, by 
means of constructs and models which flow from his "a priori 
imagination," or, by extension, his present-mindedness. Yet, his

torian that Bloch is, he hastens to add that the models are 
nothing but provisional scaffoldings; "Naturally, the method of 

cross-examination must be very elastic. . . . Even when he has 

settled his itinerary, the explorer is well aware that he will not 
follow it exactly." 31 (I  wonder, though, whether the elastic 
method suggested by Bloch will always result in adjustments 

fitting the case. Elastic breaks if overextended.88) 
What counts, then, is the difference between present interest 

as a starting-point for, or terminus of, historical studies and 

present interest as defined by Croce et al.39 Now present inter

est in the first sense so little precludes "antiquarian interest" that 
it is entirely consistent with an approach to the past which pays 
full tiibute to the available evidence instead of neglecting, Col
lingwood fashion, its possible contributions over the ·allegedly 
superior constructions of "present thought." It is an approach 
patterned on Superintendent Arnold Pike's prudent devotion to 
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the facts rather than Hercule Poirot's magisterial indifference to 
them. (But the contempt in which the little Belgian detective 
holds material clues makes him all the more an endearing incar
nation of paternal omniscience.)  The literature abounds with 
testimony in favor of this mode of treating the given data. Even 
historians who feel that present-mindedness is of the essence 
request the student of history to explore the past without regard 
for our well-being, our calamities. So Burckhardt.40 His waver
ing in this respect marks an attitude fairly widespread among 
contemporary historians.41 (He himself tried to escape the 
present, yielding to the "unfulfilled nostalgia for that which has 
perished." 42) Others promote, or indulge in, antiquarian pur
suits pure and simple. Huizinga has it that true history probes 
the past also because it is significant in its own right.43 And 
Namier never tired of looking for the seemingly irrelevant; "in 

fact, he spent all his life in byways." 44 Still other historians
e.g., Harnack 4�-make a point of combining their appreciation 
of disengaged research with critical comment on the tenets of 
the present-interest school of thought. Thus Lovejoy explicitly 
attacks Dewey's proposition that "all history is necessarily writ
ten from the standpoint of the present . . .  " 46 (Dewey and 
Collingwood are strange bedfellows indeed; but les extremes se 

touchent, especially in the near-vacuum filled with sets of sharp
edged abstractions. )  The attack is borne out by a statement 
palpably saturated with personal experience. Lovejoy not only 
wants the historian to get rid, as best he can, of the preoccupa
tions of his time but argues that such an "effort of self
transcendence" will enrich his knowledge of the present.47 He 

will find what he did not seek, precisely for turning his back on 
it.'loS At the very end of his Social and Economic History of the 

Roman Empire, a work of profound and completely detached 
scholarship, Rostovtzeff, as if emerging from a long dream, ad
dresses himself to his contemporaries. The evolution of the an-
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cient world, says he, has a lesson and a warning for us. Our 

civilization will not survive unless it be a civilization not of one 

class, but of the masses. But is not every civilization bou,>d to 
decay as soon as it begins to penetrate the masses? 49 Unex
pected, like a rare flower, this meditation grows out of the soil of 
the past. 

One cannot discuss the relations between the past and the 
present without referring, sometime, to Proust. He is one of the 
highest authorities on these matters. Clearly, Proust sides with 

Lovejoy and the rest of the anti-Collingwood historians. In his 
view the past gives itself up only to those who lean over back
ward in an attempt to make it speak; and only an "effort of self
transcendence" in this vein will, perhaps, enable us to arrive at 
an understanding of our present condition. Proust's thought is 

thrown into relief by that episode in his novel where he tells us 
that he was suddenly overwhelmed with happiness when, dur
ing a carriage ride, he saw three trees which formed a pattern 
strangely familiar to him; he believed them to have surged out 

of the forgotten days of his infancy. The sensation of deja vu be 
experienced went together with an awareness that the "phan
toms of the past'' were beckoning him. "Like ghosts they seemed 
to be appealing to me to take them with me, to bring them back 
to life." And why did they so anxiously try to capture his atten

tion? Looking at them, he felt that they wanted to impart a 

message which concerned him personally. "I watched the trees 
gradually withdraw . . .  seeming to say to me: ' . . .  If you al
low us to drop back into the hollow of this road from which we 

sought to raise ourselves up to you, a whole part of yourself 

which we were bringing to you will fall forever into the abyss.' " 

Note that Proust leaves it in the open whether or not the mes
sage of the three trees bears on his infancy and through it on his 

present self. He asks himself: " . . .  were they but an image 
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freshly extracted from a dream of the night before . . . Or had 
I indeed never seen them before . . . ? . . . I could not 

tell." 50 Proust shares Burckhardt's nostalgia for lost causes. 
It follows from what I have said so far that there is no peg 

onto which to fasten the subjective factor, operative in history 
writing, with any certainty. The historian is not just the son of 
his time in the sense that his outlook could be defined in terms 
of contemporary inRuences. Nor is his conception of the past 

necessarily an expression of present interest, present thought; or 
rather, if it is, his aggressiveness may cause the past to withdraw 
from him. The historian's mind is in a measure capable of mov

ing about at liberty. And to the extent that he makes use of this 

freedom he may indeed come face to face with things past. 

Orpheus descended into Tartarus to fetch back the beloved 
who had died from the bite of a serpent. His plaintive music 

"so far soothed the savage heart of Hades that he won leave to 
restore Eurydice to the upper world. Hades made a single con
dition: that Orpheus might not look behind him until she was 
safely back under the light of the sun. Eurydice followed 
Orpheus up through the dark passage guided by the sounds of 
his lyre and it was only when he reached the sunlight again that 
he turned to see whether she were still behind him, and so lost 
her for ever." �1 Like Orpheus, the historian must descend into 

the nether world to bring the dead back to life. How far will 
they follow his allurements and evocations? They are lost to him 
when, re-emerging in the sunlight of the present, he turns for 
fear of losing them. But does he not for the first time take 

possession of them at this very moment-the moment when 
they forever depart, vanishing in a history of his own making? 
And what happens to the Pied-Piper himself on his way down 
and up? Consider that his journey is not simply a return trip. 



4 
The Historian's Journey 

Macaulay compared history to foreign travel.1 Indeed, histori�·
,\ 

ans are much in the same position as ordinary tourists: they too ,· ' 
wish to perceive the sights they have come to see. This is by no 
means an easy job. Actually many people go abroad without 
seeing anything. Once they have convinced themselves that, say, 
the Parthenon is at the place assigned to it by the guidebook, 
they immediately take pictures of their beloved ones before an 
ancient column. The column serves them as an alibi back home. 
For the rest, these picture hunters are less fortunate than animal 
htmters because they cannot even "eat" their prey; in shooting 
unseen objects, they irretrievably lose sight of them. Something 
of this kind may also happen to historians. At any rate, Pieter 
Geyl makes Macaulay look like such a traveler. Macaulay's ob
session with Progress and the superiority of the present, says he, 
caused him to treat "the generations that had gone before with 
self-righteous condescension." But this mental attitude, Geyl 
continues, is deeply unhistorical; it "must lead the historian to 
view the past in terms which may be entirely irrelevant and 
result in a picture lacking in the truth of intimacy." 2 And how 
does the historian manage to attain to that "truth of intimacy"? 

Bo 
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Certainly not by staying in the present while visiting the past. If 
he remains the person he is he will hardly be able to penetrate 
the fog that veils the sights as he arrives on the spot. To get at 
the core of things he must take advantage of the mind's freedom 
to alter the cast of the mind. The job of sightseeing requires a 
mobile self. In the following I shall present a rough scheme of 
the mental operations in which many a historian engages on his 
way back to past centuries. 

In one of his best known statements Ranke protests his desire 
to blot out his self so that only the things themselves may do the 
talking. He wants to suspend his pers�nal leanings and judg
ments in order to show "wie es eigentlich gewesen." The objec
tivity at which he aims is of a special kind; it is partly grounded 
in the belief that God manifests Himself in the unfolding of 
universal history. Ranke is prompted by religious feelings. His
toriography, he also declares, lives up to its ultimate mission if it 
reveals itself to be in sympathy with the universe and privy to 
its secrets.3 The historian, then, would have to blot out his self 
not just for the purpose of dispassionately rendering the course 
of past events but with a view to becoming a participant ob
server engrossed in the uniquely significant spectacle that 
evolves on the stage of the world. In Ranke's ideal historian the 
disengaged researcher who aspires to expose the facts as they 
are, insolubly merges with the worshiper, if not mystic, who 
purifies his mind to contemplate the wonders of divine wis
dom.4 So the objectivity he achieves is a rather complex 
product; it results from both a mind reduced to a blank and a 
mind more substantial and wider in scope than the one voided 
for its sake. I might as well mention in passing that Diltbey 
dismisses Ranke's plea for self-extinction as something impossi
ble to fulfill Contrary to what Ranke suggests, Dilthey argues, 



8z HISTORY; THE LAST THINGS BEFORE THE LAST 

the historian cannot understand the past unless he seizes on it 
with his whole being; instead of vainly trying to extinguish his 
self, he had therefore better expand it, a universal self making 
for universal understanding. 5 Quite so. Yet since the historian, 
unlike the poet, is under an obligation to build from given mate
rials, the desirable extension of his subjectivity is contingent on 
its previous shrinkage. And why should it be impossible for him 
to check the thrust of subjective influences? Actually his self is 
much more flexible. and manipulable than Dilthey seems to real
ize. The historian, that is, may go far in putting it in brackets or 
indeed effacing it-in any case far enough to respond to many 
signals which would otherwise be lost on him. In the intermedi
ary dimension of history, differences in degree and approxima
tions are anything but negligible. Ranke's yeamings point in the 
right direction. 

In that passage of his novel where he relates the neutral objec
tivity of photographs to the photographer's emotional detach
ment, Proust lucidly describes two different states of mind-one 
in which a person's self wields full power and the other in which 
it has withdrawn from the scene. The passage is devoted to a 
visit which Marcel pays to his beloved grandmother after a long 
absence. Upon entering her room unannounced, he immediately 
feels that it is not he himself who is looking at her: "Of myself 
. . .  there was present only the witness, the observer with a: 
hat and traveling coat, the stranger who does not belong to the 
house, the photographer who has called to take a photograph of 
places which one will never see again. The process that mechani
cally occurred in my eyes when I caught sight of my grand
mother was indeed a photograph." This photograph, a projection 
of Marcel's vacant mind, pitilessly exhibits what he, the com
plete Marce� had not seen before; for we "never see t.'le people 
who are dear to us save in the animated system, the perpetual 
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motion of our incessant love for them, which before allowing 
the images that their faces present to reach us catches them in 
its vortex, flings them back upon the idea that we have always 
had of them . . .  " For the first time Marcel now sees his grand
mother as she really is, sees, sit ting on the sofa, a "dejected old 
woman" who bears no resemblance whatever to the picture 
which he has lovingly formed of her in his soul.6 His inner 
picture yields to the photograph at the very moment when the 
loving person he is shrinks into an impersonal stranger; as a 
stranger he may indeed perceive anything because nothing he 
sees is pregnant with memories that would narrow his field of 
vision. No sooner does Marcel enter his grandmother's room 
than his mind becomes a palimpsest, with the stranger's obser
vations being superimposed upon the lover's temporarily effaced 
inscription. 

Sometimes life �tself produces such palimpsests. I am thinking 
of the exile who as an adult person has been forced to leave his 
country or has left it of his own free will. As he settles else
where, all those loyalties, expectations, and aspirations that 
comprise so large a part of his being are automatically cut off 
from their roots. His life history is disrupted, his "natural" self 
relegated to the background of his mind. To be sure, his inevita
ble efforts to meet the challenges of an alien environment will 
affect his outlook, his whole mental make-up. But since the self 
he was continues to smolder beneath the person he is about to 
become, his identity is bound to be in a state of flux; and the 
odds are that he will never fully belong to the community to 
which he now in a way belongs. (Nor will its members readily 
think of him as one of theirs. )  In fact, he has ceased to "belong." 
Where then does he live? In the near-vacuum of extra-territorial
ity, the very no-man's land which Marcel entered when he first 
caught sight of his grandmother. The exile's true mode of exis-
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tence is that of a stranger.7 So he may look at his previous 
existence with the eyes of one "who does not belong to the 
house." And just as he is free to step outside the culture which 
was his own, he is sufficiently uncommitted to get inside the 
minds of the foreign people in whose midst he is living. There 
are great historians who owe·much of their greatness to the fact 
that they were expatriates. Thucydides expressly states that his 
long exile enabled him "to see something of both sides-the 
Peloponnesian as well as the Athenian . . .  " 8 In our days 
Narnicr's alien background-he hailed from Poland-is held to 
be partly responsible for his unprejudiced and novel approach to 
English history.9 

It is only in this state of self-effacement, or homelessness, that 
the historian can commune with the material of his concern. I 
assume, of course, that he real1y wants to get the feel of it and 
not only aims at verifying his initial hypotheses and hunches 
with its aid. A stranger to the world evoked by the sources, he is 
faced with the task-the exile's task-of penetrating its outward 
appearances, so that he may learn to understand that world 
from within. 

The most promising way of acquiring such knowledge is pre
sumably for him to heed Schopenhauers advice to the art stu

dent. Anybody looking at a picture, Schopenhauer claims, 
should behave as if he were in the presence of a prince and 
respectfully wait for what the picture may or may not wish to 
tell him; for were be to talk first he would only be listening to 
himself.10 Waiting in this sense amounts to a sort of active 
passivity on the historian's part. He must venture on the diverse 
routes suggested to him by his intercourse with the evidence, let 
himself drift along, and take in, with all his senses strained, the 
various messages that happen to reach him. Thus he will more 
likely than not hit upon unexpected facts and contexts some of 
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which perhaps turn out to be incompatible with his original 
assumptions.11 But do not his wanderings bring again his self 
into play, the very self which according to premise should have 
been put to sleep? They do and do not. Actually the self opera
tive in the process is only part of the self in its fullness-that 
part of it which functions as a sheer receiving instrument. 

For obvious reasons scientific-minded historians tend to dis
parage this kind of passiveness, contending that it is neither 
useful nor indeed possible. Marc Bloch, for instance, categori
cally asserts that "mere passive observation, even supposing 
such a thing were possible, has never contributed anything pro
ductive to any science." And be qualifies his admission that no 
historian can exactly follow his itinerary as he investigates the 
sources " by immediately adding that without it the historian 
"would risk wandering perpetually at random."12 Fortunately, 
Bloch's objections need not be taken too seriously. An outcome 
of his ardent desire to scientize ( social and institutional) his
toriography, they are in a measure invalidated by his own re
search procedures; as a practicing historian he himself leans 
over backward in doing justice to the given data, no matter 
whether they corroborate his scheme of explanation or not. For 
the rest, not even all scientists are disposed to accept his verdict 
on "mere passive observation"; the late Wright Mills held that, 
precisely in the interest of theory-formation, social scientists had 
better pay attention to the random ideas and fancies that inad
vertently cross their minds.18 

What I have called active passivity is a necessary phase of the 
historian's work. His behavior during this phase has been char
acterized to perfection by a remark of Burckhardt which 
breathes the spirit of Wordsworth's line: "Wisdom oft j is nearer 
when we stoop than when we soar." H Reminiscing about the 

0 See page 76. 
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way in which he familiarized himself with the source material 
for his Griechische Kulturgeschichte, Burckhardt observes that 
in any such case violent exertion is least fit to force the desired 
result: a gentle pricking up of the ears coupled with steady 
industry will carry one further.1:� (It goes without saying that 
this does not apply to Collingwood's ideal historian who, were 
he ever to prick up his ears, would not hear anything because all 
that comes to him from the past is drowned in the din of con
temporary noises.)  

There are limits to self-effacement and passive observation in 
its wake. I have been told about anthropologists who, bent on 
comprehending the mentality of some primitive tribe, eventu
ally felt and acted as if they belonged among its members. They 
lost their identity and accordingly ceased to be participant ob
servers. Personality transformation in this direction defeats its 
purpose because it annuls the minimum distance that must be 
upheld between the researcher and his material. Remember 
that, despite his self-extinction, Marcel does not completely 
desert Marcel in his grandmother's room. What this implies for 
even the most accurate rendering of past events was driven 
home to me in a conversation with a young American historian 
of German descent who interviewed me in behalf of his research 
on German intellectual history under the Weimar Republic. I 
had participated in the life of the community whose history he 
wanted to tell. The thing that vividly struck me in our discussion 
was that everything he had dug up so far was true to fact, while 
nothing had happened the way he related it. So I anticipated 
that in his account all that was a matter of fluctuating opinions, 
agonizing doubts, and spontaneous decisions during the 'twen
ties would freeze into a more or less rigid pattern of trends, 
cross-currents, majority and minority attitudes, and the like. And 
since many experiences I had then undergone were obviously 
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doomed to slip through the net of the concepts and labels he 
used to establish this pattern, I wondered at the incommensur
able relationship between the picture he was about to draw and 
the reality which it was designed to cover. He did not represent 
the events as I knew them-events in flux and amenable to 
change-but conceived of them as elements of a period which 
was now definitely a fait accompli. On the other hand, this 
enabled him to exhibit aspects of that period which were en
tirely unfamiliar to me at the time. And I soon realized that the 
lifelessness of his prospective history was perhaps the price he 
had to pay for the revealing hindsight it would afford. (Con
versely, contemporary history can, and indeed must, show 
things in a nascent state but is by definition prevented from 
showing them in the light of knowledge available only to future 
generations. )  

Such revealing hindsight-revea ling because it adduces new 
evidence-should not be mistaken for the kind of hindsight 
which falsifies historical reality by reading alien meanings into 
it.16 Droysen's all but Hegelian interpretation of Alexander goes 
to the limit in this respect. After having indicated that Alexander 
himself may have believed a Hellenized Asia to lie in the inter
est of his plans for world domination, Droysen introduces His
tory in person, has her smile at Alexander's self-deception and 
say: what was the goal to his ambition was to me the historical 
means of achieving the Hellenization of Asia 17 (which in 
Droysen's view ultimately sexved to facilitate the propagation of 
Christianity ).  One feels tempted to follow the example of His
tory and smile at these gratuitous speculations after the fact, yet 
there is no doubt that they led Droyscn to endow the Hellenistic 
era with a dignity of its own. 0 The ways of the mind are in
scrutable. 

° Cf. pages 41-43. 



88 HISTORY: THE LAST THINGS BEFORE THE LAST 

So much for the historian's journey into the past. The journey 
continues: he must return to the upper world and put his booty 
to good use. Here follows a scheme of the mental operations in 
which he will have to engage to make the journey a success. 
They are about the reverse of those which helped him absorb 
the potential evidence. 

The next logical step is for the historian to assimilate to him
self the material collected, with the emphasis on his factual 
findings and finds. His stock-taking activities serve two pur
poses. First, they mark a transitional stage between research 
proper and interpretation-a stage which he can hardly afford 
to jump. If he failed to ponder and organize, somehow, his 
material he would not be able to assess its bearing on his initial 
hypotheses and freely to utilize it for analysis and in wider 
interpretative contexts. Second, these activities frequently 
amount to pursuits in their own right inasmuch as they are 
intended to disclose the shortcomings of histories at variance 
with the facts. Since especially large-scale histories cannot avoid 
beclouding or distorting part of historical reality, the task of 
exposing their errors is a running obligation. The results of the 
historian's efforts during this phase may exclusively beneflt a 
major work he is preparing and therefore never come to light in 
the form of independent reports. To quote Burckhardt again, he 
advises a young colleague "simply to omit the mere rubbish of 
facts" in his prospective narrative (not without adding, though, 
that he should naturally study all that he omits) .1s 

However, this advice sounds somewhat outmoded at a time 
when the syntheses of old are no longer fashionable. The rule 
today is, rather, a pronounced concern with that very "rubbish 
of facts"· which Burckhardt wanted to clear away. Contempo
rary historiography abounds in fact-oriented accounts exhibiting 
the immediate yield of detailed research. They range from run-
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of-the-mill investigations which make you think of predatory 
raids into the past to inquiries which really involve self
forgetting immersion in the texts and remains. Of course, it is 
only these latter inquiries which live up to the scheme presented 
here. Altogether the genre of fact-oriented accounts largely co
incides with what Herbert Butterfield calls "technical history." 
Butterfleld expressly states that technical history presupposes an 
"act of self-emptying" on the historian's part 1g and at another 
place defines this type of history as a "limited and mundane 
realm of description and explanation, in which local and con
crete things are achieved by a disciplined use of tangible evi
dence." 20 

The phrase "local and concrete things" points to one of the 
characteristics of the genre: its affinity for the small, the mono
graphic form. There are good reasons for this. The state of 
passiveness in which any sensitive historian gathers the evidence 
palpably favors the influx of minutiae. And whenever he probes 
the sources to check the truth-to-fact of some inclusive narra
tive, some broader historical construction, he is likely to happen 
upon generalizations or macro-units which call for a fresh look 
at the diverse materials they allegedly cover. 

It is further understood that the histories in this vein come 
into their own only if the stories they impart "can be taken over 
by the Catholic or Protestant or atheist." 21 The genre aspires to 
(unattainable) objective truth. The kind of objectivity it b·ies to 
achieve may be called "passive" because of its origin in a self 
which, though reactivated, is still at a low pitch and moreover 
refuses fully to assert itself for fear of blurring the communica
tions received during its withdrawal from the scene. 

Can anything be had for nothing? As products of a reduced 
self-reduced, that is, if there is enough of a self to admit of 
reduction-fact-oriented accounts are of necessity neutral and 
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colorless. Such interpretation as goes into them at all merely 
serves to interrelate the data assembled in an unassuming way. 
But even so these "technical" histories are more true to type 
than are the many full-blown histories which inadvertently twist 
the evidence to make it bear out whatever they express in terms 
of present-day views, ideas, or subjective preferences. While in 
them the historian's formative urges get the better of his curi
osity about the real course of events, the accounts I have in 
mind-accounts which confine themselves to taking stock of "lo
cal and concrete things"-unswervingly follow the realistic ten
dency. Bare and noncommittal as they may be, in doing so they 
at least meet the "minimum requirement" of the historical ap
proach.0 

Their most outspoken counterparts in the cinematic medium 
are documentary films designed to portray (physical) reality in 
a straightforward manner. Here you have again a case where a 
comparison between film and history proves rewarding. A few 
documentaties I know picture appalling living conditions with a 
matter-of-fact soberness which, as I have learned, results from 
the deliberate suspension of their authors' creative powers. 
Highly skilled craftsmen, the directors of these films proceed 
from the conviction that pictorial beauty and suggestive editing 
would interfere with their intention to let things be as they are. 
They practice self-restraint as artists to produce the effect of 
impersonal authenticity. Now the salient point is that their con
duct is based on moral considerations. Joris Ivens relates that 
during the shooting of Borinage, a 1934 documentary about the 
miners in this Belgian coal district, he and his co-director Henri 
Storck realized that their very subject matter required of them 
photographic "simplicity." "We felt it would be insulting to peo
ple in such extreme hardship to use any style of photography 

0 See Chapter :2, especially pages 55-57· 
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that would prevent the direct honest communication of their 
pain to every spectator." 22 Human suffering, it appears, is con
ducive to detached reporting; the artist's conscience shows in 
artless photography. Since history is full of human suffering, 
similar attitudes and reflections may be at the bottom of many a 
fact-oriented historical account, deepening the significance of its 
pale objectivity.23 

The journey continues. After having established and organ
ized his facts, the historian moves on to their interpretation. He 
is about to complete his journey. But is the historian who returns 
from the past still the person he was when he left the present for 
it? In his critical comment on Collingwood's philosophy of his
tory, Leo Strauss raises this very question and sagaciously an
swers it in the negative. ( Collingwood himself was so convinced 
of the legitimacy of his insistence on the historian's present
mindedness that he would never have dreamed of asking such a 
thing.) Strauss arrives at the conclusion-a valid conclusion, as I 
see it-that, contrary to what Collingwood assumes, the histo
rian does not retain his identity in the process: "He embarks on 
a journey whose end is hidden from him. He is not likely to 
return to the shores of his time as exactly the same man who 
departed from them." 24 Incidentally, he is not likely either to 
return to his point of departure. 

The change of identity he undergoes must be traced to his 
stay in the past. To be precise, it is an aftermath of the discover
ies which the historian is making in the state of self-effacement 
-that phase in which he opens himself up to the suggestions of 
the sources. Need I repeat that his findings may obstruct his 
original research designs and therefore determine him to alter 
the course of his investigation? At any rate, they are apt to tell 
him something he did not, and could not, know before. This 
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points to the direction of the change. It is inevitable that the 
yield of the historian's active passivity should ferment in his 
mind and thus eventually effect a broadening of its scope. Self
effacement begets self-expansion. (I do not wish to imply that 
the historian is a privileged person in this respect. Present-day 
life being of the same ilk as the life of the past, everybody going 
about the business of living may achieve such self-expansion, 
provided he is capable of losing his self. And the historian him
self, trained in productive absent-mindedness as he is, will cer
tainly not only feed on sources which have ceased to How.) In 
consequence, Dilthey's belief that historical understanding calls 
for the total mobilization of our being 0 turns out to be not 
sufficiently specific. What is required of the historian is not 
merely his "whole inner man" 25 as he happens to be but a self 
which has expanded in the wake of its near-extinction. 

The paralle� then, which I have drawn between Proust's Mar
cel and the historian cannot be fully upheld. Despite all that 
they have in common they behave in a different manner. Mter 
Marce� shrunk to a stranger or photographer, has seen his 
grandmother as she really looks, the palimpsest which his mind 
represents during this involuntary excursion into camera-reality 
dissolves again, and the loving Marcel underneath Marce� the 
impassive stranger, re-enters the scene. True, the historian 
passes through the same phase of estrangement from his prefer
ences and inclinations, but, unlike Marcel, he does not come out 
of it unchanged. His self which after his return from the past 
resumes control is enriched by the observations he has made 
during its temporary recession. While the reinstated complete 
Marcel falls back upon the ideas which he entertained of his 
grandmother prior to her transformation into a photograph, the 

* See pages 29-30, 43-44, 48, 62. 

THE HISTORIAN'S JOUID\'EY 93 

historian assimilates to himself the very reality which was con
cealed from him by his ideas of it. 

This has a bearing on his position in the chronological order 
of things. The impact of the historian's journey on his mental 
build further invalidates the commonplace assumption that he is 
the son of his time. Actually he is the son of at least two times
his own and the time he is investigating. His mind is in a mea
sure unlocalizable; it perambulates without a fixed abode. 

B'ecause of the complexity of his material the historian will 
have to avail himself of all imaginable modes of explanation. 
They may range from statistical surveys to imaginative guesses 
at purposes and meanings; and they are bound to vary with both 
his emphases and the characteristics of his particular subject 
matter. The history of ideas quite obviously requires a diHerent 
treatment from, say, political or social history. Things human 
extending into multiple dimensions, one single type of explana
tion will rarely do; as a rule, several interpretative approaches 
must be interwoven to cover the case-any case-under scru
tiny. Dilthey, instinct with a sense of wholeness, affirms the 
necessity for the historian to apply them jointly, arguing that 
they complement and reinforce each other.26 So it makes sense 
to speak of a "web of interpretations." The historian's story is 
tantamount to such a web-at least to the extent that the events 
he relates lend themselves to being explained at all; whenever 
they prove to be unaccountable, his is largely a reporting job. 

And what does the web of interpretations consist of? Conspic
uous among its more articulate components is the science
oriented approach which takes its cue from the sciences proper, 
especially the behavioral sciences. Since its possibilities and 
limitations have been dealt with in Chapter 1, I shall confine 
myself to restating two major points made there: this approach 
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is based on the fact that man is deeply embedded in nature; and 
its objective is to explain the past from the resultant regularities 

and uniformities in social life and hwnan affairs in general."' 

Even though scientific explanations do not involve historical 
phenomena in their concreteness nor provide answers to spe
cifically histol'ical questions, they do isolate series of natural 

causes and effects which no historian intent on inclusive com
prehension can afford to neglect. For him to frown on com

puters would be idle romanticism. (This is not said to gladden 
the hearts of the computer-minded. To mistake computers for a 

master key to interpretation means to deprive history of its pe
culiar flavor by reducing it to a science pure and simple.) 

Certain aspects of his data-aspects not, or not fully, amen
able to breakdowns in science fashion-may challenge the his
torian to resort to explanations in a morphological vein. Thus he 

feels time and again tempted to render intelligible the simulta
neous occurrence of events in different areas of human endeav

ors by reference to the sway of a force or belief supposed to 
govern the period to which the syndrome belongs. Whether 
attempts along these lines will work depends entirely on the 

weight of the corroborative evidence. Some of them-for in

stance, Max Weber's theory of the conditioning power of Cal
vinist ethics, or Pirenne's idea of the beginnings of the European 

Middle Ages-are as fictitious as they are shining.27 And they 
are hopelessly futile if, at a loss bow to find a common denomi

nator, they conjure up the "spirit" of a period. Croce's period 
spirits still seem to haunt minds in quest of lofty vistas. By the 

same token, morphological description offers itself as a tool for 

0 I shall again leave undiscussed the many regularities of conduct, motiva
tion, etc., which, in any society, powerful agencies enjoin on people at 
large by means of force and/or persuasion. It goes without saying that 
events pertaining to this artificially induced nature are no less predictable 
than natural necessities. 

THE HISTORIAN'S JOURNEY 95 

the exploration of historical systems of ideas-e.g., Hellenistic 
syncretism, medieval Christianity, etc. Indeed, each such system 

invites inquil·ies into the structural relationships and the dy
namic interplay between the various notions comprising it. 
Think of Basil Willey's The Seventeenth Century Background 

or, to mention a more recent example, Hans Blumenberg's re

markable studies of the change of thought systems at the begin

ning of the modern age.28 There are, moreover, historical devel
opments which favor a sllnilar approach. The historian of art 
knows of sequences of successive, if not necessarily contiguous, 

artistic achievements which hang together according to a sort of 

internal logic because they substantiate, one after another, the 

implications and potentialities of the work or problem that 
opens the series."' 

However, much as these methods of explanation (to which 
others may be added ) help the historian to come to grips with 

the past, by themselves alone they do not suffice to make him 
understand it in the full sense of the word. Rather, true under

standing encompasses them, informs them with direction and 
meaning. It is a mode of interpretation in its own right; and it 
owes its existence to a basic quality of historical phenomena 
which to ignore would be the death of history. Products of 

necessity as well as chance and freedom, these phenomena
immensely concrete and virtually inexhaustible phenomena
define, and £ll, a universe which has many traits in common 

with the Lebenswelt. They stand out in it sphinx-like, as do their 

counterparts in the world we live in. And they would be impene
trable to us did we not in our dealings with them proceed after 
the very manner in which we proceed in everyday life when we 
assess, often seemingly on the spur of the moment, a person's 

character, argue about a political decision, ponder the possible 

° For these sequences, see Chapter 6. 
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outcome of an individual or social crisis, etc. There is no other 
way for us to orient ourselves in the jungle through which we 
are passing. As he ventures into the thicket of things, the his
torian finds himself in the same precarious situation. So he too is 
obliged to draw on sundry value judgments, estimates, ad hoc 
hypotheses, adumbrations-running comments which constitute 
explanations of a special type. Altogether they make up what we 
call "understanding." In order to «understand" the phenomena 
that close in on him the historian will bring to bear on them a 
variety of such comments and glosses. These particular explana
tions are anything but digests or half-baked versions of scientific 
or morphological interpretations-which is to say that they can
not be dissolved or extended into statements about causal rela
tionships, structural configurations, and the like. Nor do they 
easily admit of wider application. They are relatively self
contained; they result from, and respond to, unique encounters 
with opaque entities. 

But in entrusting ourselves to them, do we not lapse into 
uncontrollable subjectivity? While they are undoubtedly subjec
tive, they may nevertheless carry power of conviction. It all 
depends upon whether or not they conform to two conditions 
both of which enhance the significance of the processes of self
effacement and self-expansion. To be to the point, understand
ing must, first, be grounded in the historian's initial surrender to 
the facts. Second, its validity increases in direct ratio to the 
range of his human experience, the scope of his wisdom
faculties bound up with a reflective disposition and the knack of 
passive observation. Robert Graves's happy word: "History is an 
old man's game" 20-he puts it into the mouth of the venerable 
Roman historian Asinius Pollio-subtly intimates that the devel
opment of historical understanding is contingent on the cultiva
tion of these faculties. In addition to pressing home the need for 
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them, Isaiah Berlin also takes a glance at the way in which 
historians give form and body to the explanations peculiar to 
understanding: "Historical explanation is to a large degree ar
rangement of the discovered facts in patterns which satisfy us 
because they accord with life as we know it and imagine it." 30 
In other words, the insights which understanding yields tend to 

affect the shape of the narrative. The patterns of the historian's 
story reflect those of his accumulated life experience, nourished, 
as it were, by what the past confides to bim.31 In a way his 
story is his interpretation. 

It may happen-although it does not happen often-that the 
understanding historian offers an interpretation which differs 
from the run of them. Burckhardt's notion of the awakening 
individual in the Renaissance is of this kind; and so is Marx's 
substructure-superstructure theory. The distinguishing feature 
of such explanations is that they seem to point beyond the mate
rial from which they are elicited. They introduce a new princi
ple of explanation; they reveal-with one stroke, as it were-yet 
unsuspected contexts and relationships of a relatively wide 
scope; and they invariably involve matters of great import. 
These particular interpretations may be called "ideas." With 
them, the historian's journey definitely reaches its close. Histori
cal ideas mark its ultimate destination. 

That there is something very special about them can be in
ferred from the fact that perceptive historians marvel at their 
occurrence and try to describe the processes through which they 
may be arrived at. No sooner does an explanation in this vein 
present itself to the mind, says Isaiah Berlin (within contexts 
intended to emphasize the nonscientific aspects of history ), than 
we immediately realize that "something deep-set and fundamen
tal that has lain unquestioned and in darkness, is suddenly il-
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lumina ted or prised out of its frame for closer inspection." S2 

Huizinga on his part coins the term "historical sensation" to 
characterize the moment at which we touch on an idea or are 
swayed by it. He speaks of "moments of special intellectual 
clarity, moments of a sudden penetration of the spirit." He has 
it, moreover, that our contact with an idea is "accompanied by 
an utter conviction of genuineness and truth," even though we 
hardly ever know whence it comes to us: it "can be evoked by a 
line from a document or a chronicle, by a print, by a few notes 
of an old song." 83 I might as well add that it can be evoked not 
only by the sources to which it primarily applies but by "matters 
remote from and apparently quite unconnected with the subject 
of inquiry." 84 The historian may draw his inspiration from his 
whole life experience. 

What about the position of historical ideas in the hierarchy of 
concepts? Festugiere is convinced that he generalizes his empir
ical findings when he traces the vogue of religious mysticism in 
the Hellenistic era to the exhaustion and self-abdication of 
Greek reason (which he in turn attributes to the lack of experi
mentation among the Greeks ).3� I am afraid he is deceiving 
himself in thus identifying as a generalization what to all intents 
and purposes is much more in the nature of an idea. To be sure, 
historical ideas are generalizations to the extent that they are 
derived from, and refer back to, a hard core of discovered data, 
but at the same time they must be considered products of in
formed intuition which as such go beyond generalizations be
cause they quiver with connotations and meanings not found in 
the material occasioning them. Based upon absorption in the 
facts, ideas have also other roots than the facts. They are genu
ine universals.36 While it is always possible to proceed from an 
idea down to its underlying material, the reverse way from the 
material up to the idea is by no means a straight route. The idea 
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denies itself to additive research and an accumulation of detail. 
You will have to jump to capture it. 

Nor should these singular interpretations be confused with 
the kind of ideas which form the backbone of traditional philos
ophy. Any philosophy implementing a total vision or postulating 
a total goal of mankind-and was this not the raison d' �tre of 
Western philosophy for most of the time?-climaxes in assump
tions and norms which not merely pretend to unconditional 
validity but claim effectively to control all of reality. Unlike 
them, historical ideas have distinct boundaries; their inherent 
intention is to explain this or that section of the past. Burck
hardt's awakening individual,is the prototype of Renaissance 
man, not more, not less. In practice, traffic across the borders is 
pretty heavy. Historians longing for synthesis hanker after the 
consolation of philosophy, and philosophers of history devise 
over-all models for use in the lower regions. The philosophical 
idea of evolution has permeated major historical writings. Per
haps it is one of the more fortunate consequences of positivistic 
mentality that historians have become weary of such handouts 
from on high. Hexter, for instance, cautions his fellow historians 
against the dangers of too general concepts on the ground that 
they obscure rather than highlight conditions at a particular 
time and place. 31 

Huizinga says of Burckhardt that he "has long since joined the 
masters who are exalted above the antithesis of right and 
wrong." ss Within the dimension in which this antithesis obtains 
no historical idea should be expected to be fully adequate. Each 
idea deserving of the name bears on a comparatively large por
tion of historical reality-which implies that the historian ad
vancing it must keep at a certain distance from the events he is 
interpreting. But from this distant point of view he can neither 
perceive all the perhaps relevant facts nor avoid setting them in 
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a perspective bound to conceal part of them. It has been ob
served that Burckhardt fails to take Renaissance economy and 
philosophy into account. In addition, if a historian verifying 
some idea inspects the material to which it applies from a lesser 
distance than the one at which the idea has been conceived, he 
will come across ever smaller units of that material; and they 
may convey suggestions which threaten to dissolve the idea of 
his concern. "It is a vain ambition," Huizinga objects to Burck
hardt, "to want to describe the man of the Renaissance. The 
numerous types offered by that rich period are divided by other 
characteristics more basically than any individualism can unite 
them." 89 Devastating as this criticism is, I am not sure whether 
it is completely fair. For what does Huizinga do? He alters the 
distance to the subject; he plays off micro facts agaiPst a well
founded macro hypothesis. 0 

To the extent, then, that historical ideas are generalizations 
they cannot be "right'' without being "wrong" also. The degree 
of their validity as generalizations depends upon the degree of 
their faithfulness to the available evidence. To repeat that in the 
world of history everything is a matter of degree is to restate 
one of the leitmotifs of this book. Gibbon's thesis about the 
decline of the Roman Empire has withered away, reminding 
one of those ruins whose mournful sight once moved him to 
intuit it; on the other hand, in the view of contemporary Renais
sance scholars no important facts have yet been unearthed that 
would seriously upset Burckhardt's famous interpretation.4o 

And there is the dimension above that of right and wrong. In 
assigning Burckhardt a place in it, Huizinga wants to give us to 
understand that his idea is imperishable, no matter whether or 
not it proves to be correct.41 Isaiah Berlin shows the same mag-

0 The relations between micro and macro history will be dlscussed at 
length in Chapter 5· 

THE HISTORIAN'S JOURNEY 101 

nanirnity with regard to the factual accuracy of the Marxist 
doctrine: "Even if all its specific conclusions were proved false, 
its importance in creating a wholly new attitude to social and 
historical questions, and so opening new avenues of human 
knowledge, would be unimpaired." �2 Since he and Huizinga 
are certainly aware that an interpretation stands and falls with 
its (rela tive) adequacy to the given facts, their indifference to 
this vital issue presumably stems from their desire to throw into 
relief the astounding survival capacity of historical ideas. Do not 
even ideas which have been shown to be "wrong"-e.g., Max 
Weber's ideal-typical construction of the implications of the 
Protestant ethic-live on in the memory and retain something 
of their initial splendor? 

Historical ideas appear to be of lasting significance because 
they connect the particular with the general in an articulate and 
truly unique way. Any such connection being an uncertain ven
ture, they resemble flashes illumining the night. This is why 
their emergence in the historian's mind has been termed a "his
torical sensation" and said to "communicate a shock to the entire 
system . . .  the shock . . .  of recognition." •3 They are nodal 
points-points at which the concrete and the abstract really 
meet and become one. Whenever this happens, the flow of inde
terminate historical events is suddenly arrested and all that is 
then exposed to view is seen in the light of an image or concep
tion which takes it out of the transient flow to relate it to one or 
another of the momentous problems and questions that are for
ever staring at us. Marx's substructure-superstructure theory and 
Burckhardt's idea of the Renaissance are not only "right'' gener
alizations: they make inroads into the realm of the general 
truths (including those I have called philosophical ideas)
truths which are of absolute validity, if empty, or aglow with 
eternity like will-o' -the-wisps. Note that historical ideas do not 
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fuse with them but materialize at a lower level of abstraction. 
They mark the end of the historian's journey also in so far as 
they set a limit to his strivings for generality; beyond that limit 
he would lose touch with his materials. It is doubtful indeed 
whether the truths of the highest generality are capable at all of 
rousing the particulars they logically encompass. These extreme 
abstractions crystallize into statements so wide-meshed that the 
particulars-a series of historical events, or so-cannot but drop 
through the net. For the historian to haul them in the historical 
idea offers itself as the most general proposition-a threshold 
which he may transgress only at the risk of no longer being able 
to bring his :findings home to the port of understanding. 

Even though historical ideas issue from the whole self, they 
are not subjective in a sense that would interfere with their 
potential truth value. On the contrary, with them subjectivity is 
anything but a limiting factor. I have already indicated the 
reasons; they lie with the dynamic character of the historian's 
self. Schematically speaking, it comprises the messages he re
ceives during its effacement and the experiences he undergoes 
as it is expanding. The objectifying effect of the fullness it thus 
achieves is strengthened by the movement in which it is 
engaged-a movement which renders it in a measure indepen
dent of its location in time. Historical ideas would seem to be 
the product of a dynamized self. But the term "product" is 
misleading. Actually, things happen the other way round. Dur
ing the period of incubation a thousand possibilities of how best 
to explain his data pass before the historian's inner eye. So he 
must make his choice. And it is the fullness and relative mobility 
of his mind that enable him to select from among these possibil
ities the one which exceeds all the others in depth and compre
hensiveness. The idea is not so much the product of his self as 
the result of a selective process, with his self acting as a divining 
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rod; it is a discovery, not an outward projection. The discovery 
will be the more valid-i.e., the less "subjective"-the more it 
has benefited by all that the historian knows and imagines and 
is. This is what Bultmann means when he declares that "the 
most subjective interpretation of history is at the same time the 
most objective" H-or rather, what he would mean were he not 
bev.ritched by the sham profundity of the existentialist outlook. 
Subjectivity at its most intensive transcends itself. Historical 
ideas are objective precisely because of their indebtedness to un
mitigated subjectivity. The (approximate) objectivity to which 
they attain may be called "active" in contradistinction to the 
"passive" objectivity reached in the phase of self-reduction. If a 
screen separates us from the truth, these concrete-abstract ideas 
come closest to puncturing it. 

In following the historian on his journey, I have deliberately 
omitted two difficulties confronting him en route. He moves 
about in a universe which, because of its nonhomogeneous 
structure, makes it necessary for him to negotiate many hurdles. 
And he travels through Time-a medium whose complexity fur
ther obstructs his advance. These difficulties call for close atten
tion. Did history not exist, one might almost say that it is an 
improbable undertaking. 



5 
The Structure of the Historical Universe 

"Nothing would further the progress of both the logic of 
science and the philosophy of history more than a rigorous 
analysis of the different ensemble types from the top to the 
bottom of the ladder." RAYMOND ARON 1 

Histories differ in scope or magnitude, depending on the size of 
the spatiotemporal unit they cover. Those of the same scope are 

at the same level of generality. A monograph on the battle of 
Leuthen is of lower magnitude, or lesser generality, than an 

account of the Seven Years War, which in turn forms part of a 

narrative of still wider scope-say, a political history of 18th

century Europe. And so it goes on. The whole set calls to mind 
the Chinese gadget of the hollow ivory sphere which contains 

similar spheres of diminishing size, each freely circling in the 

womb of the next larger one. The diverse histories may also be 

arranged along a continuum one pole of which is occupied by 

syntheses of extreme generality-universal histories, that is
while the opposite pole would have to be assigned to investiga

tions of atom-like events. 
Differences in scope mark differences in distance. Any large

scale history-e.g., the history of a people-requires the nar-
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rator to step so far back from the given data that all the destinies 

of that people enter his field of vision. 0 Of course, in overview

ing a big slice of the past, he cannot but lose sight of many 
circumstances responsible for his total impression of it. Con

versely, Toynbee whose "intelligible fields of study''-the civili
zations in their entirety-become visible only at an enormous 

distance from the evidence, speaks, not without condescension, 

of the "myopic" historians who, crawling deep below, ignore the 

grand vistas he himself is enjoying.2 
Histories of the same magnitude have certain properties in 

common. Thus the historian of a century will select from among 
the sources other data than will the historian who concentrates 

on a decade or so. Nor should the two be expected to describe 

and specify the developments of their concern by way of com
parisons of the same type or order. The comparable units vary 

with the level of generality at which the historian operates. 

Altogether these different histories constitute the historical 

universe. For the sake of simplification I shall divide them into 

two major groups-micro and macro histories. It goes without 
saying that the boundaries between the two groups are fluid. 

A paradigmatic instance of micro histories has already been 

mentioned: Panofsky's analysis of the uses which the high and 

later Middle Ages made of the models provided them by clas
sical works of art and literature. t Such interpretative small-scale 
histories may be called "close-ups" because of their resemblance 
to the film shots of this name which isolate and magnify some 

visual detail-a face, a hand, a piece of furniture-to familiarize 

0 I might as well mention that the term "distance" carries also another 
meaning, here negligible. Whatever the scope of a history, it spreads over 
earlier and more recent events; and the historian's distance from them 
obviously increases with their chronological remoteness. 
t See page 57· 
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us with its particular physiognomy. Falling into the micro di
mension, close-up studies lie in the immediate neighborhood of 
the bulk of fact-oriented accounts-that first yield of the histori
an's journey into the past-and moreover share with them the 
devotion to minutiae and the affinity for the monographic form. 
But unlike them, they explore their material to the full, instead 
of confining themselves to neutral stock-taking. Close-ups are a 
direct extension of those accounts. As a rule they result from 
their authors' desire to supplement, refine, or indeed invalidate 
notions and explanations which have been unquestioningly ac
cepted by genemtions of macro historians. Jedin·s close analysis 
of the Councils of Constance and Basle serves a double purpose: 
it qualifies the widely held belief that these assemblies were of 
little consequence for the inner reform of the church; and it 
highlights the lasting significance of their decrees which pro
claimed the supremacy of general councils.8 Hexter on his part 
adduces detailed evidence in support of his thesis that the tradi
tional opinion according to which the feudal aristocracy began 
to degenerate in the Renaissance is nothing but an outworn 
cliche.4 As compared with close-ups, the high-magnitude views 
they comment upon often strike one as rather sweeping and 
inaccurate. 

So God would be in detail? Two great historians-the Tolstoy 

of War and Peace and Sir Lewis Namier-champion the doc
trine epitomized by Aby Warburg's famous dictum. Both de
clare the micro dimension to be the seat and fountainhead of 
historical truth. 

Tolstoy satirizes the many histories which attribute to the 
Napoleons and Alexanders of our world the power to create or 
destroy big empires. These histories, he argues, grossly exag

gerate the range and impact of an individual's power. In addi
tion, they would be solidly founded only if we still believed that 
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God subjects the peoples to the will of a personal rule.r commis
sioned by Him to implement the plans of divine providence.6 
Yet theological explanations have had their day. And since 
modern historiography refuses to acknowledge them, we will 
again have to inquire into the nature of the mysterious force 
that brings about the movements of the peoples (or nations) .  In 
broaching this fundamental question, Tolstoy not only disposes 
of heroes, kings, generals, and ministers but rejects all proposi
tions affecting him as an outgrowth of macro-thinking. He 
denies the influence of ideas on historical change and does not 
place any confidence in the validity, let alone relevance, of so
called sociological laws. In his view most historians indulge in 
abstract constructions which pass over the real facts they claim 
to embrace and represent.6 His own answer testifies to his in
comparable susceptibility to the ramifications and emanations of 
each single phenomenon-a sense of detail which, for instance, 
shows in his exacting description of the moth-catching lawyer in 
Anna Karenina. The force behind the movements of the peo
ples, says be, should not be sought above and outside them; 
rather, it consists in the innumerable activities of all the individ
ual participants in the historical process.7 To demonstrate this, 
he time and again confronts, in War and Peace, the undeniably 
real, if fragmentary, experiences of his characters-e.g., Piene 
Bezukhov's during the battle of Borodino-with excerpts from 
histories and official accounts of the same period, this throwing 
into relief the unbridgeable gap between the empty generaliza
tions and those first-hand impressions. With the artist's involve
ment in the concrete, Tolstoy imagines historical reality as an 
endless continuum of microscopic incidents, actions, and inter
actions which, through their sheer accumulation, produce the 
macroscopic upheavals, victories, and disasters featured in the 
run of textbooks. (By the way, he is not the only one to envision 
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such an inflnitesimal continuum. Femand Leger, the French 
painter and film maker, dreamed of a monster film that would 
have to record the life of a man and a woman throughout 
twenty-four consecutive hours: their work, their silence, their 
intimacy. Nothing should be omitted; nor should the two pro
tagonists ever be aware of the presence of the camera. Leger 
realized that the pictures he fancied were bound to be shocking 
sights because they would exhibit the normally hidden whirl
pool of crude existence. "I think," he observed, "this would be so 
terrible a thing that people would run away horrined, calling for 
help as if caught in a world catastrophe." 8) 

Quite logically, Tolstoy considers it the true historian's ( un

fuillllable) task to break down the macro entities into their 
smallest elements. His ideas about the interrelations between 
these tiny units reveal his dependence on 19th-century science. 
He falls into outright determinism. Human reason, he has it, 
obliges us to conceive of the events in the micro dimension as 
processes controlled by unalterable laws.9 He further postulates 
that, if possible at all, a reconstruction of the chain of causes 
and effects in that dimension would yield the law of history as a 
whole. With Tolstoy, history is the realm of necessity-an exten
sion of that of nature. (Interestingly, he refers to calculus in 
connection with the procedures to be used for the isolation of 
the micro units and their subsequent integration.10 It is as if he 
anticipated the modem computers.) 

Tolstoy's belief in an inexorable causal nexus gets him into 
deep waters. How reconcile the rule of necessity with the expe
rience of human freedom? The solution he offers amounts to an 
awkward expedient:  he sees no other way out but to degrade 
freedom to a phenomenon of our consciousness, something like 
a secondary quality. His main point is that in the world estab
lished by reason-the ideally real world-there is no place for 
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causally unexplainable actions. What we mistake for a free deci
sion is, in the light of reason, the inevitable consequence of 
given conditions. Freedom is an illusion. That the illusion never
theless perpetuates itself must be laid to the impossibility for us 
to account for the infinite number of elements that comprise 
historical reality. The job of tracing the laws which govern their 
interplay exceeds human efforts. This being so, we fe.el indeed 
challenged to substitute freedom for what eludes our grasp. 
Freedom is unknowable necessity.11 

No doubt Tolstoy is a poor philosopher. He uncritically 
adopts the philosophical commonplace ideas of his science
oriented age and contrives to arrange them into a pattern per
mitting him to eat his cake and have it-rescue the free 'vill and 
yet uphold the deterministic dogma. It does not seem to occur 
to Tolstoy that this "solution" prevents him from identifying 
history as an intelligible and, perhaps, signilicant succession of 
events. If freedom is merely a subjective phenomenon, necessity 
continues to carry the day in the world about us: all that hap
pens must happen and that is that. 

But no sooner has Tolstoy, the would-be philosopher, had his 
say than the real Tolstoy takes over. Giving short shrift to those 
precarious speculations, the real Tolstoy-this unique personal 
union of a mystic and an empiricist-endows indifferent neces
sity with a soul. That which must happen, he feels, also should 

happen. At any rate, he is deeply convinced that in the case of 
the Russian people everything will be for the good if only the 
powers that be do not interfere with the live force moulding 

Russia's future. Of course, to let things happen they will have to 
know what is going on between all the actors in the play. Yet is 
not, by Tolstoy's own premise, such knowledge forever unat
tainable? He overcomes this theoretically unmanageable diffi
culty by invoking the divinatory power of wisdom. Those he 
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calls wise intuitively acquire, or possess, the very knowledge 
which is denied minds guided by reason alone. The wise keep 
their ears to the ground; they have the gift of apprehending the 
indistinct and often conflicting messages that constantly rise 
from the dark recesses of everyday life; they themselves are part 

of that force which generates the movements of the peoples.I2 
Tolstoy lends flesh and color to this vision: his Kutuzov is 

wisdom incarnate. He does not plan and act; he waits and 
listens. And it is his capacity for listening to, and interpreting, 
the chorus of confused voices from root regions which enables 
him to drive Napoleon into retreat. Kutuzov is an inspired 
leader because he is loath to follow his inspiration. His sole 
ambition is to bring to fruition the formless thoughts and desires 
he finds inscribed in millions of Russian hearts. "He knows," as 
Prince Andrey puts it, "that there is something stronger and 
more important than his will-the inevitable march of events." 13 
(The inevitable march of events? Tolstoy's fixation to the 
mechanistic notions of his time asserts itself everywhere. But 

this does not impinge on the truth, embodied by his Kutuzov, 
that really creative action is inseparable from intensive passive 
observation.) 

Toynbee relates that Namier once told him: "Toynbee, I study 
the individual leaves, you the tree. The rest of the historians 
study the clusters of branches, and we both think they are 
wrong." H (He seems to have been polite enough not to tell 
Toynbee what he thought of the study of the whole tree.) 

Namier's field being political history, his metaphor of the 
"clusters of branches" obviously bears on the ideological units 
which are the stock-in-trade of the histories in his field. The 

Whig interpretation of 18th-century England which he so effec
tively attacked not only accepted the dominant political ideas 
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and party programs of that century at face value but considered 

them nodal points of historical reality. The truth is, however, 
that these alleged units are projections of compounds of actions, 
reactions, and states of being which they camouflage rather than 
designate. They are sham entities. And since practically none of 
the real-life phenomena they veil falls into the ideological di

mension to which they themselves belong, their inherent claim 
to be part of reality is thoroughly unjustified. Namier insists on 
the fictitious character of anything ideological. As he sees it, all 

histories which place the emphasis on political ideology, rational 
thought, and verbalized argument culminate in vague generali
zations incapable of capturing the very reality they are meant to 
explain. Like Tolstoy, Namier rejects such macro histories with 
their panoramic views. 

His negative attitude toward them is demonstrably influenced 
by Marx's substructure-superstructure theory. Namier too in

dulges in debunking the pretense to autonomy of ideas: he too 
stresses the role which material needs and social conditions play 
in their formation.15 But for all this he is no Marxist. Not to 
mention his conservative temper, he is disinclined to tum from a 
political historian into a partisan, a litterateur engage. More 

important, he feels strongly about exchanging one macro con
ception for another: Marx's imposing equation of (pre-)history 
with a succession of dialectically interrelated class struggles does 
not exert any appeal on him.16 Rather, he wants to break away 

from the whole macro dimension-from all those broad and 
comprehensive thought patterns which ultimately constitute our 
conventional image of the world. The image they yield is decep
tive because they exhaust themselves in establishing spurious 
links between phantom units of largely anonymous facts. Prod

ucts of our consciousness, they are not so much self-contained 

insights as surface symptoms of inner-life processes. And what 
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he aims at is to get beneath the surface and explore the less 
obtrusive, less visible real happenings in deep psychological lay
ers. Namier's is a one-way route. This follows conclusively from 
his indifference to synthesis and narration proper. John Brooke 
says of him that he "never walked a step without looking in 
every direction." 17 He cannot bring himself _to neglect the indi
vidual leaves for the tree. 

Namier hin1Self acknowledges his indebtedness to Freud. He 
requests historians to uncover the "psychological springs" of po
litical ideas,18 points to the share of "unconscious promptings" 
in every action,19 and categorically declares that a knowledge 
of modern psychology-especially mass psychology-is indis
pensable for the advance of historiography.20 Is he an orthodox 
Freudian? "What matters most," he writes somewhere, "is the 
underlying emotions, the music, to which ideas are a mere lib
retto, often of very inferior quality . . .  " 21 There is an artistic 
strain in him (which distinctly shows in his prose) .  And his 
aesthetic sensibilities may well have attuned him to the efforts 
made in unison on all the fronts of contemporary art-efforts 
which would hardly have developed in strength were it not for 
the achievements of Freud and Marx. In any case, it is as if he 
joined forces with those painters, poets, and musicians who 
aspire to dissolve the traditional forms and modes of perceiving. 
They proceed throughout from the big wholes and overarching 
compositions of old to, in a way, fragmentary statements which, 
perhaps, will never again jell into wholes. The (provisional) 
result is an adjustment of our senses to what remains of the web 
of used-up conventions once it is undone. (What remains is at 
least incontestable.) So Namier resorts to psychoanalysis as a 
means of disintegrating the standardized macro notions of polit
ical reality. If he is not a Marxist, he is not a strict follower of 
Freud either. 
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The world of history, as it appears to him, offers a disquieting 
spectacle. While some of the poli tical ideas peopling that world 
may be in accordance with the emotions, impulses, etc., which 
respond to the necessities of the hour, most of them are leftovers 
from days long since gone. But since they continue to kindle our 
imagination, they keep alive or even reactivate attitudes, fears, 
and expectations which have ceased to conform to the actual 
situation. These outdated habits of thought and behavior per
manently disrupt the interplay of timely desires and hopes, 
thereby preventing us from meeting the present on terms of  its 
own. Much as we try to repress them, they £.11 our unconscious 
and have a way of discharging themselves in uncalled-for de
mands and irresponsible outbursts. We are neurotics, at the 
mercy of traumatic experiences. With Namier, the principles 
and programs that determine political action are as a rule dis
turbances rather than reliable signposts. Indeed, he goes so far 
as to consider their absence a symptom of "greater national 
maturity." 22 There is a surrealistic aspect to the historico
political world he pictures: it is haunted by ghosts which, in the 
form of ideas and memories, invade our homes, offices, and 
brains. 

His objective is to lay the ghosts-to trace, that is, the psycho
logical motivations and mechanisms which, along with the ma
terial pressures of the moment, set things going in politics. Now 
these mainsprings of activities and events in the political area 
are not free-hovering agents but emanate from a very concrete 
nucleus; their ·carrier is the individual (or any group with an 
identifiable personality). It is individuals, Namier has it, who 
make up the aggregates which historians hypnotized by ideas 
and causes shuffle about at their pleasure, mistaking them for 
real units. They are not. The real units, his argument runs, yield 
only to micro analysis; to explain some phase of political history 
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one will have to study the lives of all the individuals involved in 
it. The God he worships is not merely in detail but in biographi
cal detail. (He might have wondered at Collingwood's total re
jection of biography as part of the historical enterprise; yet if one 
proceeds straight from a philosophical "idea of history," one is 
bound to arrive at bizarre conclusions.)  Namier's method is best 
illustrated by his trail-blazing major work, that "fabulously mi
croscopic examination of the composition of the successive 
Houses of Commons under George III." 23 Note that, in applying 
this method, he pays little attention to the prominent politicians 
who wield influence and attract the professional biographers. 
He is not a biographer in the usual sense. All his interest lies with 
the curricula vitae of the little men, which afford more insight 
into typical emotions and aspirations than do the careers of the 
star performers. Entirely in keeping with this approach, Namier 
champions historical investigations of a kind inaccessible to the 
lonely scholar. He pleads for demographic history by way of co
operative effort-a program which has inspired the British His
tory of Parliament presently in the making. His idea of micro 
history, I should like to add, resembles Tolstoy's in that it fore
shadows the advent of the computers. But is not every impor
tant innovation ushered in by dreams and gropings pregnant 
with it? 

In sum, Namier as well as Tolstoy hold that the ideologies 
and big transactions on which our history books center arise 
from an infinite number of small events exceeding them in real
ity. And both coincide in suggesting that, in the interest of 
greater truth, macro historiography should be superseded by 
collective micro studies. 

However, this proposition stems from a wrong premise: His
torical reality resides not only in detail, biographical or other
wise, but also extends into the macro dimension. Not all the 
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subjects of high-magnitude histories are constructions after the 
fact. There exist long-enduring events, such as wars, social or 
religious movements, slow adjustments of well-defined groups to 
changing environmental conditions, etc., which can be said to 
be tangible entities. Unfolding in lofty regions, some of them 
presumably escape the micro-historian's attention. Even though 
the names by which they are known may be imprecise abbrevia
tions hazily covering a tangle of microscopic happenings, these 
events are more than sheer projections-provided they were ex
perienced as units at the time of their occurrence. In 15th
century Europe the issue of church reform was a live concept, 
its high generality notwithstanding. Historical long-range events 
of this type are real to the extent that they stirred people to 
ponder their consequences, discuss alternatives, and advance 
possible solutions. Tolstoy's satire of traditional historiography is 
not entirely to the point. By the same token, the past has seen 
ideas come and go which, as they reached their apex, belonged 
no less to the realities of life than, say, an individual conflict,
no matter, for the rest, whether they were genuine or not. They 
have a peculiar substance, an irreducible content. And any his
torian treating them merely as derivatives of psychological 
processes misses part of what really happened and made people 
tick. 

Small wonder that the Tolstoy-Narnier position has given rise 
to various objections. Namier, to stay with him, has, among 
other things, been criticized for passing off his analytical method 
as a panacea. But while micro analysis is certainly fit to pene
trate the ideological fog that veiled the practices of the corrupt 
politicians under George III, it does not apply to periods in
formed with authentic political ideas; the Puritan Revolution 
resists being psychologized away.24 Butterfield, one of Namier's 
fiercest opponents, reproaches him with ignoring the reality of 
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such ideas. Namier and his followers, h e  remarks, corrode the 
"avowed political purposes that give meaning as well as cohe
sion to the events of history"; 2� they fall prey to the "optical 
illusion . . .  that only the details matter"; 26 they are not 
aware that, to write history, one must "possess also an eye for 
generalities." 27 (It is probably not Butterfield, the mundane 
"technical" historian, but Butterfield, the Christian believer, who 
most deeply resents "Namierism," because it undermines all that 
he believes in-the potential meaning of history, the intrinsic 
value of ideas. As a Christian historian he takes signi.S.cant conti
nuity for granted and even assumes the existence of something 
like "God's history," with a supernatural planner in charge of 
human affairs.28) Nor has it eluded the critics that Namier, in 
:flagrant defiance of his professed concern with minutiae, some
times substitutes the telescope for the microscope, setting large 
portions of the past in a perspective of his choice. Was he not a 
fervent Zionist? One might finally ask whether he really hits 
rock-bottom in examining the psychological make·up of the in
dividual. This allegedly smallest historical unit itself is an inex
haustible macrocosm. So reality again recedes when he is con
vinced he has come to grips with it. 

The incidence of long·enduring events and ideas which more 
or less lead a life of their own tends to suggest that macro 
histories are in a measure independent of micro research.29 
Even granted that these ideas, events, and wholesale arrange
ments grow out of the hustle and bustle of everyday preoccupa
tions, they are apt to develop and change in ways which cannot 
be sufficiently de.6.ned by a recourse to their elements. Discuss
ing the relations between "these macroscopic phenomena" and 
"the elementary, atomic data" from which they apparently issue, 
Marrou insists that the former are as real as the latter and stresses 
their relatively independent status: "They are realities of anothe1 
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order, but, each in its own, all equally authentic." 3° For the rest, 
the fact that such macro realities are not fully traceable to the 
micro realities going into them-that interrelated events at low 
and higher levels exist, so to speak, side by side-is by no means 
an uncommon phenomenon. Most individuals behave differently 
in different dimensions of being. A good Christian may be a 
harsh landlord. Proust declares that it is "absurd to judge the 
poet by the man or by the opinions of his friends, as Sainte
Beuve does. As for the man, he is just a man, and can perfectly 
ignore what is thought by the poet who lives in him." 81 

The implication is that, contrary to what Namier and Tolstoy 
assume, political macro history may attain to a certain auton
omy. (It is understood that this holds true also of histories in 
other areas.) If a political historian inquires, say, into the reasons 
for the overthrow of a regime or the causes of a war, he need not 
always probe the underworld of biographical detail but stands a 
fair chance of roughly explaining these events from motives, 
arguments, and reactions which belong to the same dimension 
in which he is operating. As long as big events loom large on the 
horizon they are perceived in their wholeness and therefore pro
voke reflections and measures of similar generality. On princi
ple, from whatever distance a historian surveys the past, he will 
at each level of generality come across a causal nexus of a sort 
peculiar to that level-remember the concentric Chinese 
spheres, each moving around independently of the others. In his 
short histories of Rome and Greece, Rostovtzeff organizes the 
relevant major actions and actors into an intelligible texture 
without ever summoning micro facts. 

Yet the texture is coarse and rather wide-meshed. Obviously 
the autonomy of large-scope histories is not to be depended 
upon. After having pleaded the case of macro autonomy over 
against Tolstoy's and Namier's excessive attacks on it, I now 
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wish to show that its uncritical recognition involves heavy risks. 
To be sure, a political historian may plausibly fit together given 
high-magnitude events, ideas, and arguments, but if he sees his 
goal in the establishment of macroscopic contexts, he should not 
be expected satisfactorily to account for the past of his concern. 
The odds are rather that his narrative will misrepresent it. 
Macro histories overplaying their sel£-sufficien�y are prone to go 
astray. 

The reason is this: The higher the level of generality at which 
a historian operates, the more historical reality thins out. "What 
he retains of the past when he looks at it  from a great distance is 
wholesale situations, long-term developments, ideological 
trends, etc.-big chunks of events whose volume wanes or 
waxes in direct ratio to the distance. They are scattered over 
time; they leave many gaps to be filled. We do not learn enough 
about the past if we concentrate on the macro units. If is true, as 
Proust says, that the poet exists independently of the man in 
whom be lives, but it is equally true that the man does exist 
also; and the full story would tell us about the poet and the 
man. Moreover, with increasing distance the historian will find 
it increasingly difficult to lay hands on historical phenomena 
which are sufficiently specific and unquestionably real Butter
field, this time in his capacity as a technical historian, observes 
that universal history "spreads over so wide an area that the 
knowledge can hardly avoid becoming too thin." 32 He is right: 
all that is discernible at the very high altitude where universal 
history comes into view are vaguely contoured giant units, vast 
generalizations of uncertain reliability. 

Historians featuring the interplay of macro events naturally 
feel tempted to compensate, somehow, for the relative dearth of 
the material they care to seize upon. The dangers they thus 
incur have been spelled out by one no less than Bacon. He 

THE STRUCfURE OF THE HISTORICAL UNIVERSE 119 

advises the historian not to deal with too long (or too shapeless) 
a period because "he cannot but meet with many blanks and 
spaces which he must be forced to £11 up out of his own wit 
and conjecture." 33 There is no lack of obliging conjectures. To 
negotiate the "blanks and spaces" on his road, the historian 
eager to sustain macro autonomy may draw on his knowledge of 
the road's destination-hindsight being used as a cementing de
vice rather than an eye-opener. Or he may introduce, "out of his 
own wit," ungiven motivations, philosophical ideas, etc., with a 
view to solidifying the fragile fabric he is weaving. The outcome 
are histories both incomplete and overdone. Gooch says of 
Guizot's historical work that it does not manifest "interest in the 
individual and the particular"; 34 and Sainte-Beuve criticizes it 
for being history "seen from a distance." Any such history, 
Sainte-Beuve elaborates, "undergoes a singular metamorphosis; 
it produces the illusion . . .  that it is rational." "Which leads 
him to conclude that "Guizot's history is  far too logical to be 
true." 35 Need I expressly mention that the determined macro 
historian's admixtures and amendments should not be confused 
with responsible historical hypotheses? Since he often makes 
these additions unawares, the resultant histories abound with 
ambiguous concepts. Many seeming generalizations in them are 
in effect synthetic products, distilled from as well as instilled 
into the evidence. 

Even though Tolstoy's and Namier's crushing verdict on tradi
tional macro history overshoots the mark, it springs from a con
ception of what history in our age should be like, which I be
lieve to be valid. History, they feel, comes into its own if it 
records, and makes us understand, the past as faithfully and 
completely as possible. Hale, discussing Bacon, says: "It [his
tory J must be as full as possible, and as true to life as possible, not 
like those histories that 'do rather set forth the pomp of business 
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than the true and inward resorts [of them].' " 86 The basic impor
tance of micro investigations lies in the fact that they are indis
pensable for any attempt to achieve such fullness. This does not 
mean that the integration of micro findings of which Tolstoy 
dreamed would enable us to get hold of the whole of history. 
Not all of historical reality can be broken down into microscopic 
elements. The whole of history also comprises events and devel
opments which occur above the micro dimension. For this rea
son histories at higher levels of generality are as much of the 
essence as studies of detail. But they suffer from incomplete
ness; and if the historian does not want to fill the gaps in them 
"out of his own wit and conjecture," he must explore the world 
of small events as well. Macro history cannot become history in 
the ideal sense unless it involves micro history. Now knowledge 
of detail may be used in different ways. Frequently enough, it 
serves as a sort of adornment. Macro historians, that is, avail 
themselves of micro research, their own or not, to corroborate or 
illustrate certain long-range views they have come to entertain 
-views attached to the distance from which they look at events. 
(To be sure, these views on their part may be derived from an 
examination of the relevant source material, and are not some 
generalizations more purposeful and goal-oriented than others? 
And of course, the given facts, malleable as they are, rarely let 
down a historian in search of evidence for his bunches. For the 
rest historical reality is so rich in diversified data that you can 
adduce from it evidence for almost everything you want to 
prove.) The many details in Macaulay's histories seem invari
ably calculated, to confirm the meaning he attributes to the 
periods and figures under consideration. All of them converge 
toward his total of this or that situation-which gives the im
pression that his macro-scopic insight or intuitions do not so 
much grow out of micro analysis but guide his selection of 
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concrete fact. Brilliant narrator that he is, he knows how effec
tively to handle corroborative detail. Toynbee, too, takes it for 
granted that the minutiae which the "myopic" historians con
tribute fulfill a worth-while function only if they support his 
large-scope constructions. To him we will return later in this 
chapter. 

My proposition that in the interest of greater completeness 
macro history must involve micro history points to an involve
ment which is not merely a seeming one. It requires historians 
who, not satisfied with staying where they are, really journey to 
the past and get immersed in what they are finding there with
out much regard for their macro assumptions. These assump
tions may or may not be confirmed by micro analysis for its own 
sake. Perhaps the historian engaged in it will happen on short
term causes defying the macro contexts he has established on 
the basis of macro evidence; or be will discover that apparently 
negligible exceptions from the general course of events carry 
implications apt to upset his appraisal of it. Think of Marc 
Bloch's Feudal Society.0 

This is why discerning historians aspiring to history in its 
fullness favor an interpenetration of macro and micro history. In 
spite of his belief in the authenticity of macroscopic realities, 
Marrou holds that the historian surveying a long stretch of the 
past had better begin "by getting to work himself, installed, first, 
at the level of the minute and precise investigation of detail." 31 
Similarly Butterfield, for all his anti-Namier attitude, feels con-

" With the Tolstoy-Namier thesis that the infinitesimal continuum of 
atom-like events is more real than the sequences of large-scale events 
with which macro historians are dealing, the second major problem 
confronting the historian-the nature of time-comes into view. It will 
be tackled in tl1e following chapter. 

For the reference made to Bloch's Feudal Society, cf. this chapter, page 
124. 
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strained to admit that macro history alone will not do and be
lieves that the ideal kind of history would perhaps be "structure 
and narrative combined,"-a history which is both, "a story and 
a study." 38 0 

This is in striking analogy with film: the big must be looked at 
from different distances to be understood; its analysis and inter
pretation involve a constant movement between the levels of 
generality. A statement by Pudovkin quoted in Theory of Film 
is to the point in this context: 

"In order to receive a clear and definite impression of a 
demonstration, the observer must perfo1m certain actions. 
First he must climb upon the roof of a house to get a view 
from above of the procession as a whole and measure its 
dimension; next he must come down and look out through 
the first-floor window at the inscriptions carried by the 
demonstrators; finally, he must mingle with the crowd to 
gain an idea of the outward appearance of the partici
pants." sn 

As I point out, the big can be adequately rendered only by a 
permanent movement from the whole to some detail, then back 
to the whole, etc.40 The same holds true of the big in history. 
The macro historian will falsify his subject unless he inserts the 
close-ups gained by the micro studies-inserts them as integrant 
elements of his over-all pictures. 

In consequence, the historian must be in a position freely to 
move between the macro and micro dimensions. This raises the 
issue of the structure of the historical universe-the first of the 
two major problems confronting any historian. Is it homogene
ous, so that he may easily pass from one level to another? Sub
stance and validity of macro history-its reality character
depend upon unhampered two-way traffic. 

• The author's completed text for this chapter ends with this paragraph. 

·'� 
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This traffic is controlled by two principles or laws which be
long to material logic. 0 The first may be called the "law of 
perspective." I have shown in the preceding chapter that histori
cal interpretation-"understanding"-ultimately involves the 
historian's expanded self, his life experience, his subjectivity. In 
other words, he must set things in a "perspective," conforming 
to his experiences, beliefs, and values, all of which are being 
rooted in self-effacement, passive observation.+ Now there exists 
a definahle relation between the role which matters of perspec
tive are playing and the historian's distance from his material. 
Marrou observes "that to the degree that the level of the gener
ality of the historical construction and the breadth of synthesis 
increase, the difficulties, perils, and uncertainty grow in the 
same proportion." 41 In other words, the impact of perspective 
treatment increases in direct ratio to the historian's distance 
from his material. 

Why is this so? In the micro dimension a more or less dense 
fabric of given data canalizes the historian's imagination, his 
interpretative designs. As the distance from the data increases, 
they become scattered, thin out. The evidence thus loses its 
binding power, inviting less committed subjectivity to take over. 
(As already pointed out in earlier contexts, large-scale histories 
tend to assume an existential character.) The conflict of Piren· 
ne's and Bark's theses about the origins of the Middle Ages 
decidedly involves this effect of perspective; i2 but one does not 
readily think of perspective in the case of close-ups, such as 
Panofsky's "principle of disjunction" or Jedin's Constance Coun-

0 See Chapter z, pages 47-48. 
t Like the term "distance," the concept of "perspective" carries two mean
ings. It may define the manner in which histories ranging from a remote 
past to the present usually foreshorten or contract the former in favor of 
detailed accounts of the latter. Or it may serve to characterize a historian's 
peculiar slant on the past. Only the second meaning is of interest here. 
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cil analysis.48 Here we again notice the importance of differ
ences in degree in the intermediary area of history, already 
referred to. 0 

An observation made by Proust in his novel strikingly illus
u·ates the fact that with the increasing scope of histories their 
composition is increasingly governed by the laws of perspective, 
as well as the consequences for the accessibility of the micro di
mension from higher levels. On a carriage ride, earlier than the 
one referred to in chapter 3, Marcel sees sometimes two, some
times three church steeples at a distance, dependent upon the 
angle from which he views the surroundings. Under the impres
sion of their varying positions he imagines them to be three 
"maidens in a legend," slipping one behind another, so that only 
a single form appears. H Similarly, due not so much to over
sight, neglect, and the like, as to the "law of perspective," macro 
historians must ignore part of the evidence at the outset. This 

function of perspective views which as such interfere with the 
accessibility of the material surveyed is the weightier the greater 
the distance. For e.."Cample, general histories of the feudal society 
usually fail to do justice to its variety, which is covered up by 
their attempt to bring out the general features of this society; 
precisely its variety, however, is one of its essential characteris
tics.45 Marc Bloch's Feudal Society suffers least from this neces
sary shortcoming, which obstructs the large-scale historian's in
tercourse with a portion of the sources and of micro histories. To 
be sure, the historian is theoretically free to explore the micro 
dimension as be pleases but in practice be will automatically 
prove insensitive to many of its contents, overlooking them or 
rationalizing them away as irrelevant. As Ferguson observes on 
the problems which would have to be faced by a new attempt at 
the synthesis, undertaken for his day by von Martin in Sociol

ogy of the Renaissance ( 1932),  the author of such an attempt 

0 See Chapter 3, page 73, and again Chapter 8. 
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"will have to adjust his synthesis to take care of a great many 
inconvenient and unmanageable facts of which von Martin was 
happily unaware. But if something will be gained, something 
may also have been lost . . .  " 46 Whether disparaged or simply 
not noticed, such contents are bound to drop out of the picture. 
What the macro historian does not see, he ( partly ) cannot see 
because it is overshadowed by what he does see. 

Two supplementary remarks may be added to this discussion 
of the law of perspective. One is contributed by Aron's observa
tion concerning the possibility of transforming one macro per
spective into another. Stressing that subjective perspective is 
necessary for ensemble construction and that the historian must 
take cognizance of other perspectives to objectify his own as 
much as possible, he yet warns that there is between them "no 
numerical constant or equation." Their diversity is an "expres
sion of life." 47 The other is a query: Are high-magnitude his
tories more affected by the "Zeitgeist" than histories at low 
levels of generality? 

The second principle controlling the traffic between the micro 
and macro dimensions may be called the "law of levels." It bears 
on those micro events which are not overshadowed by the 
mechanisms of perspective but remain visible and are actually 
transported to the upper regions, going into the composition of 
large-scale histories. 

What happens to them en route? In as 1.-ing this, I deliberately 
confine myself to examining mainly traffic conditions on the way 
from "below" to "above." Also, I shall here disregard the deteri
orating effect which the compositional exigencies of macro 
histories-especially general histories-produce on all micro 
findings incorporated in these histories. 0 The answer to the 
question raised then is that the micro events are threatened with 

0 This aspect will be discussed in Chapter 7· 
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losing some of their peculiarities and meanings when being 
transported to higher altitudes. They arrive up there in a dam
aged state. 

Imagine, for example, three historical narratives, each of 
which includes a portrait of Luther-the first a history of the 
German people, the second dealing with the R�formation, and 
the third a full-fledged biography: I believe it to be highly prob
able that the three portraits involve different sets of meanings 
and therefore are in a measure incommensurable. 

The "law of levels" is both illustrated and explained by the 
analogous phenomenon of the paradoxical relation between 
"close-ups" and long shots (shots of ensembles ) in the cinematic 
narrative. In Theory of Film, this relation was explained with 
reference to the Griffith close-up of Mae Marsh's clasped hands 
in the trial episode of Intolerance, which "are not only integral 

components of the nanative but disclosures of new aspects of 
physical reality." As we are watching the big close-up of Mae 
Marsh's hands, "something strange is bound to happen: we will 

forget that they are just ordinary hands. Isolated from the rest of 
the body and greatly enlarged, the bands we know will change 
into unknown organisms quivering with a life of their own." 48 

Similarly, the historian's close-up is apt to suggest possibilities 
and vistas not conveyed by the identical event in high-magni
tude history. ( The current fashion of presenting photographic 
detail of a work of art for separate enjoyment provides further 

evidence of this difference in quality and meaning; thus a bit of 
background scenery drawn from Gruenewald's Isenheim retable 
is vaguely reminiscent of a Japanese print.} 

A theoretical elaboration may be added to this discussion of 
the law of levels. On principle, macro explanations claim to be 

valid for micro facts-for all particulars, that is-while micro 

insights on their part aspire to recognition in the macro dimen-
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sion. Now since, to be valid, the former-the macro explana
tions and definitions-must at least partly be grounded in micro 
analysis, some of the implications of micro studies are likely to 
be in agreement with the macro historian's findings. But cer
tainly not all of them, and perhaps not even the most significant 
ones. We have, then, two sets of generalizations or, rather, in
sights of a general nature-those which essentially belong to the 

macro dimension and those directly arrived at from "below" by 
way of micro analysis. It is the latter type of the general which 
Huizinga, in his criticism of Burckhardt, opposed to the idea of 
the Renaissance, which represents the first type of the general 
insight."' It is obvious that the generalities derived from micro 
investigations-and surrounding them like a fringe-are largely 
inconsistent with typical macro generalities. Can they be 
brought to fuse with the latter? Suffice it here to raise this prob
lem involving the relations between the general and the partic
ular.f 

To conclude, the traffic between the micro and macro dimen
sion is subject to severe restrictions. Because of the "law of per
spective" part of the evidence drops out automatically. And 
because of the "law of levels" part of the virtually available 
evidence reaches its destination in an incomplete state. This 
means that the historical universe is of a nonhomogeneous struc
ture. It comprises fields of varying density and is rippled by 
unaccountable eddies. 

Radically speaking, the resultant traffic difficulties are unsur
mountable. Toynbee's suggestion of a merger of the bird's-eye 

view and the fly's-eye view 40 is in principle unfulfillable. The 

0 See pages 99-100. 
f This is resumed in Chapter 8. 
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two kinds of enquiry may co-exist, but they do not completely 
fuse: as a rule, the bird swallows the fly. 

How do sensitive historians react to this look of things? Here 
are two examples. 

Kristeller's Problem: Kristeller, the uncontested authority on 
Renaissance thought, aims at a synthesis of his life-long re
search, a comprehensive intellectual history of the period so 
familiar to him. But he shies away from this project because 
of his awareness that he would have to sacrifice to it much of 
what he knows and may still learn in the course of continued 
research. It is as if he did not want to curtail or pass over any of 
the precious insights which only full absorption in the sources 
affords; as if he were afraid of the concealments and distortions 
in the wake of the foreshortenings which the prospective 
synthesis will most surely impose on him. His realistic passion 
conflicts with his formative desire to make a "whole" of his 
findings. 

Diamond's Dream: Diamond asks himself whether a historian 
engaged in a large-scale narrative might not be able to 
avoid setting all events in the one perspective which corre
sponds to the distance bound up with the scope of his narrative. 
Why should he not look at things from different distances as he 
gets along? So does a wanderer who explores a landscape; be 
will first take in the panorama as a whole and then walk toward 
the far-distant mountain range, enjoying the ever-changing 
sights about him. Many films proceed in this way. That Proust 
knows how to combine immersion in minutiae and long-range 
views will be seen in the following chapter. Diamond dreams of 
an American history in which he plans, among other things, to 
insert close-ups not as illustrations of his general assumptions 
but, on the contrary, as self-contained entities apt to run counter 
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depth on occasion. 

This conception brings the historian's method into perfect 
analogy to "Griffith's admirable non-solution" of the dilemma of 
the cinematic and the theatrical in film as stated in Theory of 
Film: 

On the one hand he (Griffith) certainly aims at establish
ing dramatic continuity . . . ; on the other, he invariably 
inserts images which do not just serve to further the 
action or convey relevant moods but retain a degree of 
independence of the intrigue and thus succeed in summon
ing physical existence. This is precisely the significance 
of his first close-up. And so do his extreme long shots, 
his seething crowds, his street episodes and his many 
fragmentary scenes invite us to absorb them intensely. In 
watching these pictures or pictorial configurations, we may 
indeed forget the drama they punctuate in their own 
diffuse meanings.oo 

The analogy holds. And yet one should not throw out the 
child with the bath water: some attempts at an interpenetration 
of micro and macro history are more successful than others. In 
several cases the movement between different levels has resulted 
in an "idea," a new principle of explanation. 0 One will now bet
ter understand the peculiar truth value of ideas and their ob
lique relation to factual accuracy. 

As a matter of course, the range of intelligibility of histories 
is a function of their width of scope. The higher their magni
tude, the more of the past they may render intelligible. But the 
increase of intelligibility is bought at a price. What the historian 
gains in scope he loses in terms of (micro) information. "De-
" See pages 100 ff. 
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,Pending upon the level at which the historian places himself," 
says Levi-Strauss, "he loses in information what he is gaining in 
comprehension, and vice versa." :a And he declares that for the 
historian to escape this dilemma the only possibility is "to leave 
history behind . . .  either by going down below it . . .  or 
going up above it." 02 

The fact that the increase of intelligibility entails a dwindling 
of information is a special case of the "principle of mental econ
omy" • which seems to govern our social and intellectual uni
verse. It is of a piece with Blumenberg's principle of the "econ
omy of intentions" according to which the advance of scientific 
knowledge is bound up with the abandonment of the metaphys
ical claim to total knowledge. Science, says he in his Galileo 
analysis, accounts not for the whole of nature but for partial 
processes. The Lebemwelt which Husserl opposes to this par
ticularization is but a borderline concept; only if we could direct 
our intentions equally to all parts of it would it come to life.tsa 

The belief that the widening of the range of intelligibility in
volves an increase of significance is one of the basic tenets of 
Western thought. Throughout the history of philosophy it has 
been held that the highest principles, the highest abstractions, 
not only define all the particulars they formally encompass but 
also contain the essences of all that exists in the lower depths. 
They are imagined as the "highest things" in terms of both gen
erality and substance. 

This shows, for instance, in that part of the gnostic scheme 
which deals with the ascent of the soul from the "world" to the 
upper spheres. According to it, the transition to a higher level is 
tantamount to an advance in spiritual insight. "The negative law 
that each order is unable to see the next higher one indirectly 
entails the positive law that the transition of the soul to a higher 

• Cf. Chapter 1, page zz, and Chapter 3, page 67. 
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order is at the same time an ascent in knowledge," says Jonas on 
the "subordinationism" of the system of Origen.5' The repercus
sions of this scheme still make themselves felt in our days, and 
in diverse branches of knowledge. It is, for instance, at the bot
tom of Novikoff's all but Plotinian principle of "integrative levels 
of organization," which holds that the progress of evolution of 
the inanimate, animate and social worlds materializes at differ
ent levels each of which is governed by laws of its own; and that 
while one cannot understand high level phenomena without un
derstanding those of the lower levels, our knowledge of a lower 
level does not enable us to predict what will occur at a higher 
level. 55 

I am referring here to this ingrained belief in the superior sig
nificance of the "highest things" only for the purpose of throw
ing into relief one of the underlying assumptions of the present 
study-the assumption that the traditional identification of the 
extreme abstractions-say, the idea of the "good" or that of "jus
tice"-as the most inclusive and essential statements about the 
nature of things does not apply to history, or related approaches 
to reality." When the historian ascends from the micro dimen
sion to ever higher levels of generality, he will reach a point, 
marked by what I have called the "historical idea," beyond 
which, as he proceeds further to the dimension of "philosophi
cal" ideas or extreme abstractions, the significance of his insights 
is bound to decrease instead of continuing to increase. Note 
the many drop-outs of micro facts in large-scale histories. The 
very high abstractions have no longer a bearing on the evidence 
they are meant to cover. They read ideas into things which the 
things do not include. But the historian, says Harnack, has "no 
right to place the factors and impelling ideas of a development 

" For this, see again Chapter 8, especially pages 203 ff. 
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in a clearer light than they appear in the development itself." 116 

By doing precisely this, traditional philosophy has completely 
obscured and, still worse, disparaged the kind of relations tbat 
obtain between the particular and the general in the area of the 
last things before the last. 

Hence the relative legitimacy of the Tolstoi-Namier objections 
to macro history. Close-up findings are significant in their own 
right, no matter whether or not their implications coincide with, 
or can be subsumed under, the broad views bound up with high 
magnitude histories. It is not sufficiently exact just to envisage, 
as Herter does, a process in which "the particular and the indi
vidual define the content and the body of the general, while the 
general helps to illuminate and make sense of the particular." GT 

How close-ups relate to the broad views of large-scale histories 
in case they deviate from them will be considered in chapter 8 
and may for the moment be left in the open. 0 

But this may be the place for an excursus on the significance 
of close-ups for a solution t� Toynbee's "quantity problem.'" 68 

Toynbee raises an important issue when, in Reconsiderations, he 
claims that the historian must make an attempt to do justice to 
the enormous quantity of accumulated historical knowledge. 
The sheer quantity of it poses by itself the problem of what 
might be its purpose. It demands, so to speak, to be put to some 
meaningful use. But how can it be used? 

The quantity of historical knowledge is taken care of in two 
ways. One of them is the approach of the theologians and phi
losophers of history. But their approach does not bear on history 
as a detachable reality open to scrutiny. Jewish-Christian theol
ogy springs from an existentialist relation to the past and the 
• This is resumed in Chapter 8 pages 203-o6 and pages 2.14-16. 
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history it means extends toward a future outside historical time. 
History as conceived by theology is salvation history at bottom 
-that is, it reaches beyond history in the modem sense of the 
word. The events that count are within the orbit of history and 
outside it. The same holds true of the great philosophies of his
tory up to a point. Even though they remain within secular 
time, they explain, mostly under the in.fluence of the theological 
assumption of a divine plan, the whole of the past in the light of 
a principle which at best conforms to part of the facts and usu
ally is synonymous with a good cause whose ultimate triumph it 
is to support. 

The other approach is more in keeping with the scientific 
spirit of the age. In trying to do something about the quantity of 
our accumulated historical knowledge, Toynbee organizes, as 
also Spengler does, the given material into large units
civilizations or, with Spengler, culture souls-whose develop
ment he analyzes for regularities.� But not only are the regulari
ties thus established very general indeed, they also concern his
tory only to the extent that it is part of nature. Aware of this, 
Toynbee, as we saw earlier, insists that these regularities are by 
no means necessary; that, on the contrary, Western civilization 
may take an entirely unpredictable cow-se. His admission, how
ever, is hardly consistent with his emphasis on regularities. 

Let me now assume for the sake of the argument that the reg
ularities traced are really relevant to the whole of history. Then 
they must all the more dovetail with histories at a lower level of 
generality. Toynbee actually claims that such an interpenetra
tion of macro and micro history is indispensable. "The solution 
of the problem of quantity," be says, '1ies in combining the 
panoramic with the myopic view." Ge Here the problem arises 
0 See pages 40-41. 
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whether this interpenetration of histories at different levels of 
generality is at all possible. According to the "law of levels" the 
contexts established at each level are valid for that level but do 
not apply to findings at other levels; which is to say that there is 
no way of deriving the regularities of macro history, as Toynbee 
does, from the facts and interpretations provided by micro his
tory. It is therefore not surprising that Toynbee's own efforts to 
master the quantity of historical knowledge are not very encour
aging. The regularities at which he arrives are rather irrelevant, 
not to mention that his insistence on the freedom of will and the 
unpredictability of history discredits them further. 

To sum up: the effort to do justipe to the enormous quantity 
of accumulated historical knowledge is bought at a price. It 
yields, on the whole, regularities of a rather indifferent and ir
relevant character. These regularities "cover" only those histori
cal developments which mark mankind's sinking back into na
ture. Finally, they represent observations which are at best valid 
only from the bird's-eye view. The micro events of monographs 
neither bear out nor directly negate what is seen from an inhab
itable distance. 

No doubt the sheer quantity of available historical knowledge 
seems to request of us that we should try to take care of it in one 
way or another. But does it pay to follow this request? So far 
any attempt at global history has resulted in irrelevant, all too 
general statements and arbitrary constructions-products of 
wishful thinking and existentialist needs. What is captured by 
these attempts is the sediments of the historical process, not its 
real joints and hidden depths. I am afraid lest the idea of uni
versal history might be a mirage, a chimera teasing us. . . .  

As I see it, the vast knowledge we possess should challenge 
us not to indulge in inadequate syntheses but to concentrate on 
close-ups and from them casually to range over the whole, as-
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sessing it in the form of aper�us. The whole may yield to such 
light-weight skirmishes more easily than to heavy frontal attack. 

The nonhomogeneous structure of the historical universe car
ries two interrelated implications of interest. The first bears on 
the constantly growing body of the fact-oriented accounts-i.e., 
historical research proper-the kind of histories which roughly 
conform to Butterfield's "technical history." 60 The question is, 
are endeavors in this vein meaningful in their own right even if 
they are not touched off by interpretative concerns and high
level assumptions? Many a historian denies their independent 
value. They are scorned as dry-as-dust history,61 considered a 
"waste of erudition" (Bloch).62 Huizinga cautions against over
emphasis on "detailed historical research." aa Other historians 
waver, carrying loads on both shoulders. So the late Meinecke. 
On the one hand, he endorses technical history on the ground that 
it not only establishes the facts but uncovers "hitherto unknown 
values of the past." 64 On the other, he subordinates technical 
history to the exposition of values. He calls technical research 
"mechanistic," holds that sheer fact-finding is pervaded with 
evaluations, and all in all degrades technical history to a means 
to an end65 

Perhaps the most incisive argument against the legitimacy of 
fact-finding for its own sake comes from Marc Bloch. He com
plains of the "split between preparation and execution," taking 
up the cudgels for guided research: each historian should 
"struggle with the documents" in the interest of his queries-a 
claim which goes hand in hand with the repudiation of research 
"in neutral gear." oo But Bloch's argument rests on uncertain 
ground. It originates-! have mentioned this before "-in his 
unfounded suspicions, as a theoretician, of "passive observation" 

" See page 85. 
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and in his preoccupation with scientific history. For the rest, it is 
not the purpose of fact-oriented accounts to make it unnecessary 
for the historian continually to test his models and regulative 
ideas by micro research of his own. 

Presumably the most convincing argument in defense of tech
nical history has been provided by Bury. He declares that the 
historian aiming at a "complete assemblage of the smallest facts" 
in the faith that it "will tell in the end', labors for posterity,6T is 
"playing the long game." 68 Is he? Because of the "law of levels" 
-the traffic difficulties between the micro and macro 
dimensions-he is likely to lose the game: many micro data he 
painstakingly assembles will never reach the upper regions of 
synthesizing histories. Bury's reasoning does not stand the test 
either. 

So the question as to the meaningfulness of "technical history" 
would seem to be unanswerable. There is only one single argu
ment in its support which I believe to be conclusive. It is a theo
logical argument, though. According to it, the "complete 
assemblage of the smallest facts" is required for the reason that 
nothing should go lost. It is as if the fact-oriented accounts 
breathed pity with the dead. This vindicates the figure of the 
collector. 

The other implication of the nonhomogeneous structure of the 
historical universe concerns the issue of the progress of histori
ography. The refinement of research methods, the increase of 
research tools, the discovery of new evidence and the broaden
ing of our horizon in its wake-all this speaks in favor of the be
lief, wide spread among historians, that historiography will 
grow in comprehensiveness and, as many assume, objectivity. 
This belief, certainly justified up to a point, is not even upset by 
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the awareness that macro histories are inherently subjective. 
The ensuing limitations" of high-magnitude histories, it is held, 
may be gradually overcome by: 

( 1) the expansion of knowledge ( Marrou, Pirenne, Kristel
ler· in a way Hexter) · on 

' ' ' 

(z) the recourse to comparative studies (Bloch, Pirenne); 70 
(3) the reliance on teamwork (Bloch, Marron, Kristeller).71 

Both Bloch and Pirenne hope that in the end a "scientific 
elaboration of universal history" ( Pirenne) 72 will arise. It is 
understood that they will be the dupes of their hopes. As for the 
idea of teamwork to arrive at a factual universal history, Levi
Strauss criticizes it by pointing out that "so far as history aspires 
at meaningfulness, it condemns itself to making choices. . . . A 
truly total history would neutralize itself; its outcome would 
,equal zero." 73 I might as well also mention E. H. Carr's pro
progress argument: historiography progresses as we turn from 
narrow to ever wider contexts of interrelationships, such as, in 
our days, the broad curves of socioeconomic developments. 
''The old interpretation is not rejected, but is both included and 
superseded in the new." H The flimsiness of this argument is 
obvious. U it falls to each successive generation to define the 
goals of progress in its own terms, then the nature of the histori
cal process as a whole remains undefined. And Carr's idea that 
our interpretations of history become ever more comprehensive 
and hence attain to ever increasing objectivity hinges on this un
tenable concept of progress. 

All this is more or less the product of wishful thinking. (In fact, 
that Bloch should conjure up the ghost of universal history is 
rather a shame.) As Valery rightly insists, the subjectivity inher
ent in interpretative macro histories is unsurmountable; " . . . 
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since we cannot retain everything, and since we have to free 
ourselves from the infinitude of facts by judging . . ." 75 And 
may it not even transcend itself in the best of them? To try to 
overcome it is not only impossible but, under certain circum
stances, outright devious. Since, accordingly, high-magnitude 
histories, including social histories with their p�etense to objec
tivity, are subject to the "law of perspective," they cannot possi
bly take advantage of all the facts available. And if hitherto 
neglected or unknown facts are digged up and utilized in subse
quent narratives, these in turn will then necessarily disregard 
other parts of the virtually inexhaustible material. In conse
quence, there is a limit to the accurate coverage of the facts
i.e., to the progress of historiography. 

One might still ask whether historians should not be supposed 
to learn from the errors and misplaced emphases of their prede
cessors and thus, generation after generation, steadily improve 
on what went before. Improve, a new generation of historians 
may, but the avoidance of past errors hardly protects them from 
committing other ones, and depth of insight is not the privilege 
of the most recent age. It is difficult to imagine that Thucydides 
\viii ever be surpassed. The belief in the progress of historiogra
phy is largely in the nature of an illusion. 

6 
Ahasuerus, or the Riddle of Time 

Modern historiography conceives of history as an immanent 
continuous process in linear or chronological time which on 
its part is thought of as a flow in an irreversible direction, a 
homogeneous medium indiscriminately comprising all events 
imaginable.1 This conception, which owes much to the ascent 
and ascendancy of science, was preceded by notions giving a 
more restricted significance to linear time for an understanding 
of the past. The Greek historians did not fully establish a 
primacy of linear time over the cyclic time concept; in addition, 
there persists throughout the history of the Greek mind a dual
ism of a divine time and a time of men in the apperception of 
human events.2 Even though the ancient Jews did not ignore 
history as a mundane process in time, yet they largely enter
tained an existential relation to it. They considered history a 
product of the interaction between them and God, identifying 
the events of the past as punishments or rewards meted out by 
Him to His chosen people. 0 The hoped-for redemption, envi
sioned by the apocalypses of later Judaism, marked not so much 
a new historical epoch as the divinely decreed end of human 

0 See pages 73-74· 
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history. Early Christian eschatology engu1fed chronology also.3 
But since the parousia failed to come, the Church, while retain
ing the belief in ultimate resurrection, established herself in the 
world, with the result that she had to reconcile with each other 
two divergent times. St Augustine calls them the time of nature 
and the time of grace or salvation and believes these two times 
to be insolubly intertwined in ways impenetrable to man.• 
Medieval chronicles, with their incoherent mixture of elements 
from both salvation history and mundane history, nicely reflect 
the attempt simultaneously to move within secular time and 
away from it. The anachronisms of medieval poems express a 
traditionalist attitude which seeks to blend the past with the 
present rather than to emphasize their diversity.5 Incidentally, 
one does well to remember what Malinowski says of his 
Trobriands-that their reliance on magic does not prevent them 
from approaching many issues in a rational, all but scientillc 
spirit.6 By the same token, a sense of chronological time may 
have subsisted even throughout periods which in their art and 
literature mostly ignored its Bow. 

In studying our conception of chronological time, it would 
seem advisable to concentrate on a large-scale spatiotemporal 
unit-say, Western civilization-composed of successive events 
which are actually or potentially interrelated, so that their suc
cession in time can be said to be of consequence. The reason is 
obvious : if events belong to two cultures or civilizations be
tween which no interaction takes place, the fact of the succes
sion or simultaneity of these events in chronological time is en
tirely irrelevant. 

Here we may once more ponder the time concept underlying 
Spengler's panoramic world view, already touched upon in 
Chapter 1 in connection with Toynbee." It will suffice to speak 

• See page 39· 
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of him because be more radically isolates his diverse cultures 
from each other than Toynbee does. How are we to imagine 
the common temporal medium in which the Spenglerian 
cultures with their peculiar times emerge, develop, and perish? 
To the extent that Spengler admits of transitions between them 
(i.e., pseudomorpboses), they are embedded in the How of 
chro-nological time which thus is reactivated; but whenever 
he insists on the complete autonomy of his cultures, the com
mon temporal medium turns into a quasi timeless vacuum, an 
unthinkable negative counterpart of eternity. And chronological 
time itself as the common medium may reemerge only at the 
rare moments at which historical and natural processes coalesce 
-in prehistory which gives birth to all cultures and in case of 
changing relations between humanity and nature on a global 
scale. Weizsaecker calls the invention of nuclear energy such a 
turning point 

I shall inquire, then, into the validity of our conception of his
tory as a process in chronological time within the context of one 
and the same civilization. Three important implications of this 
conception for the modern approach to history should be 
pointed out. First, in identifying history as a process in linear 
time, we tacitly assume that our knowledge of the moment at 
which an event emerges from the Bow of time will help us to ac
count for its occurrence. The date of the event is a value-laden 
fact. Accordingly, all events in the hiStory of a people, a nation, 
or a civilization which take place at a given moment are sup
posed to occur then and there for reasons bound up, somehow, 
with that moment. Marrou expresses this assumption of the sig
ni£cance of the moment in chronological time when he says that 
through history man knows "what he is, where he comes from, 
why he finds himself placed in the situation that reveals itself as 
being his . . .  " 7 In keeping with this premise, historians usu
ally establish meaningful relationships, causal or otherwise, be-
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tween successive groups of events, tracing the chronologically 
later ones to those preceding them. 

Second, under the spell of the homogeneity and irreversible 
direction of chronological time, conventional historiography 
tends to focus on what is believed to be more or less continuous 
large-scale sequences of events and to follow the course of these 
units through the centw·ies. Many a general narrative relates, 
say, the history of a people or an institution in chronological 

order and, in doing so, inevitably attributes significance to the 
simultaneity of the multiple events that make up the sequence. 
Ranke's political histories, for instance, are full of excursions into 
the cultural field." The underlying idea is that, in spite of all 
breaks and contingencies, each such inclusive unit has a life of 
its own-an individuality, as Meinecke puts it. Sometimes narra
tives in this vein seem to be intended to answer the question 
where do we come from ( or where do we go, for that matter). 
The question would hardly be raised were it not for our confi

dence in the workings of calendric time. 
Third, uncritical acceptance of the conception of flowing time 

kindles a desire to translate the formal property of an irreversi

ble flow into content-to conceive, that is, of the historical 
process as a whole and to assign to that whole certain qualities; 
it may be imagined as an unfolding of potentialities, a develop
ment, or indeed a progress toward a better future. This desire 
proves irresistible. Not to mention Hege� whose grandiose con
struction of the historical process still materializes in a no-man's 

land between temporality and eternity, even Marx, more down 
to earth though he is, cannot help yielding to the temptation to 
map out the course of history in its totality. What the philoso-

" Examples, from Ranke as well as from other historians, will be found 
in Chapter 7, where the problems of this view of simultaneity will be 
discussed more fully. See especially pages 173-75. 

AHASUERUS, OR THE RIDDLE OF TIME 143 

phers impose from above, numbers of historians try to achieve 
from below. Haunted by the chimera of universal history (that 
phantom-like counterpart of flowing time), Ranke speaks of a 
"general historical life, which moves progressively from one na
tion or group of nations to another"; 8 Henri Pirenne 9 and 
Marc Bloch 10 call universal history the goal of all historical 
pursuits. Chronology thus acquires a material meaning of the 
first magnitude. 

At this point I should like to draw attention to several obser
vations apt to invalidate our confidence in the continuity of the 
historical process and, accordingly, the power of chronological 
time. It is noteworthy that it is precisely anthropologists and art 
historians-not any historians or philosophers of history-who 
are aware of the problematic character of cllronological time. 

Henri Focillon, the art historian, insists on the inherent logic of 
the unfolding of art forms, and he argues that simultaneous art 
events often belong to different "ages." Art forms, he says, nor
mally pass through an experimental state, a classic age, age of 
refinement and baroque age, and "these ages or states present 
the same formal characteristics at every epoch and in every en
vironment." 11 Furthermore an art form asserts for these stages 

its own time table, independently of historical necessities. "The 
successive stages . . .  are more or less lengthy, more or less in
tense, according to the style itself." 12 No wonder then that the 
date is not usually "a focus, a point within which everything is 
concentrated," but that the history of art alone, and not even 
considering the relationship of events in different fields such as 
,politics, economics, and art, "displays, juxtaposed within the very 
same moment, survivals and anticipations, and slow outmoded 
forms that are the contemporaries of bold and rapid forms." 18 

Focillon also has the concept of the emergent "event" which 
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determines its environment rather than being produced by it. 
For example, "the most attentive study of the most homogene
ous milieu, of the most closely woven concatenation of circum
stances will not serve to give us the design of the towers of 
Laon," or, of course, the environment they created.1• It 
emerges, rather, as "a highly efficient abruptness." u All these 
elements, together, account for Focillon's disbelief in the magic 
spell of simultaneity, the effectiveness of an alleged Zeitgeist. 

Kubler, a student of Focillon's, has developed the latter's sug
gestions into a theory of great interest In his little volume, The 

Shapes of Time: Remarks on the History of Things,16 this bril
liant art historian, who is an anthropologist to boot, attacks the 
preoccupation with periods and styles common among scholars 
in his field. Instead of emphasizing matters of chronology, he 
submits, the historian had better devote himself to the "discov
ery of the manifold shapes of time." 17 And what does Kubler 
understand by shaped times? Art works, or more frequently 
their elements, says he, can be arranged in the form of se
quences, each composed of phenomena which hang together in
asmuch as they represent successive "solutions" of problems 
originating with some need and touching off the whole series. 
One after another, these interlinked solutions bring out the vari
ous aspects of the initial problems and the possibilities inherent 
in them. So it would seem evident that the date of a specific art 
object is less important for its interpretation than its "age," 
meaning its position in the sequence to which it belongs. The 
fact that related consecutive solutions are often widely sepa
rated in terms of chronological time further suggests that each 
sequence evolves according to a time schedule all its own. Its 
time has a peculiar shape. This in turn implies that the time 
curves described by different sequences are likely to differ from 
each other. In consequence, chronologically simultaneous artis-
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tic achievements should be expected to occupy different places 
on their respective time curves, one appearing early in its series, 
a second being far remote from the opening gambit. They fall 
into the same period but differ in age. 

Levi-Strauss, too, repudiates the idea of a continuous histori
cal process evolving in chronological time. But unlike Focillon
Kubler, he assigns different times not to logically interrelated 
series of event but to histories of different magnitudes, arguing 
that each of them organizes specific data into a sequence which 
sets a time of its own. Histories of different orders of magnitude 
like anecdotic history, biographic history, etc., are, he says, 
coded by separate "classes of dates based, schematically speak
ing, on hours, days, years, centuries, millennia, etc., as units." 18 
It is not possible to proceed from the peculiar time of one class 
of history to that of another, but like mathematical incommen
surables, "the dates belonging to any one of these classes are ir
rational in relation to all those belonging to the other classes." 19 
While you may interrelate histories of the same class, there is a 
gulf between the time schedules of histories at different levels.2° 

Since Levi-Strauss's proposition mainly serves to implement 
the idea that the historical universe shows a nonhomogeneous 
.structure, I shall in the following stay with Focillon-Kubler's 
theory, which has a more direct bearing on the problem at issue. 
If somewhat modified, its pithy argument against the overem
phasis on chronological time in art history is also valid for his
tory in general. The "historical process" inevitably involves a 
variety of areas. History of art marks only one of them; other 
areas comprise political affairs, social movements, philosophical 
doctrines, etc. Now successive events in one and the same area 
obviously stand a better chance of being meaningfully interre
lated than those scattered over multiple areas: a genuine idea 
invariably gives rise to a host of ideas dependent on it, while, 
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for instance, the effects of social arrangements on cultural trends 

are rather opaque. To simplify matters, it may be assumed that 
the events in each single area follow each other according to a 
sort of immanent logic.21 They form an intelligible sequence. 
Each such sequence unfolds in a time peculiar to it. Moreover, 
the times of dilferent sequences usually have different shapes, as 
is strikingly illustrated by a little experiment which Sigmund 
Diamond conducted at Harvard. He requested his students to 
investigate different areas of American history and to periodize 
the course of events on the basis of their respective findings. 
One student specialized in political history, another in history of 
literature, and so on. Finally they came together and compared 
notes. The result was that the periods which they had separately 
devised did not coincide.22 

A profound general theory of a differentiated historical time 
was stated by Herder, to whose argument W. von Leyden re
cently drew attention in an article on the concept of relative 
time in history from which the passage concerning Herder 
should be here incorporated in full. 

" . . .  it is significant that Herder also held the view 
that everything carries within itself its own measure of 
time or rather the measure of its own time; a measure 
that ' exists even if there is no other measure besides it. 
Presumably by this he meant that a thing is a clock, not 
that it has a clock. He stipulated that, if general ideas 
are to be banished from historical explanation, Newton's 
framework of absolute space and time must likewise be 
repudiated within this field. For, he argued, it will be 
found that two different things will never have the same 
measure of time and therefore innumerable times may exist 
in the universe 'at the same time.' To remove any doubt 
he explains that the idea of a measure common to all 
times, just as the idea of in£nite space which 'was' the 
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sum-total of all places in the universe, is something in
troduced by the intellect: both absolute space and absolute 
time are, properly speaking, a mere phantom . . . .  To 
the best of my knowledge, no one who bas previously 
considered Herder as a historiographer has discussed or 
even pointed to this characteristic time doctrine." 23 

At a given historical moment, then, we are confronted with 
numbers of events which, because of their location in different 
areas, are simultaneous only in a formal sense. Indeed, the na
ture of each of these events cannot be properly defined unless 
we take the position into account which it occupies in its partic
ular sequence. The shaped times of the diverse areas over
shadow the uniform How of time. 

Here the historical period comes into view, this spatia
temporal unit to which practically all histories of a certain 
breadth of scope resort in an effort to pattern the course of 
events. The period seems to be so indispensable a unit that it is 
invented after the fact if it cannot be discovered in the material. 
Nor is it swayed by the wavering opinions, partly nominalistic, 
partly realistic, on the significance of periods. 

Let us, then, take a look at the period. Any period, whether 
"found" or established in retrospect, consists of incoherent 
events or groups of events-a well-known phenomenon which 
accounts, among other things, for the occurrence of events rela
tively unaffected by the Zeitgeist: thus the overstuffed interiors 
of the second half of the nineteenth century belonged to the 
same epoch as the thoughts born in them and yet were not their 
contemporaries. The typical period, that phase of the historical 
process, is a mixture of inconsistent elements. This is nothing to 
wonder at. Is not the individual's mind incoherent.also? "' "Our 

" Cf. the author's argument in Chapter 5, page 117. It is here resumed in 
application to the problems of the structuring of time. 
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minds," says Valery, " . . .  are full of tendencies and thoughts 
that are unaware of each other." 2• And Lichtenberg, about 150 

years earlier: "I have frequently one opinion when I lie down 
and another when I am standing, especially when I have eaten 
little and feel weak." 25 Marc Bloch speaks of "the amazing in
terior partitions" existing in our minds and by way of example 
relates that the historian Gustave Lenotre was "constantly 
amazed to find so many excellent fathers of families among the 
Terrorists." 26 The integrated personality no doubt belongs 
among the favorite superstitions of modem psychology. 

As might be expected, there is no lack either of statements 
acknowledging the nonhomogeneous character of the historical 
period. Marx speaks of the "Ungleichzeitigkeit" ( nonsimultane
ousness ) of the ideological super-structure. Curti us insists that 
literature differs from the arts in terms of movement, growth, 
and continuity.27 Schapiro believes that a unity of style through
out the culture of a period cannot, where it exists, be taken for 
granted but requires explanation by some particular factor im
posing it on the several areas.28 Raymond Aron upholds the 
independence of art with regard to its socioeconomic environ
ment and defends the relative autonomy of the political area 
against the champions of social history.29 Mandelbaum, with a 
special view to history of philosophy, favors the assumption of 
independent, internally continuous special histories under the 
name of "cultural pluralism." 30 Dilthey stresses not only the 
unified context of the life of a period but also the existence of 
opposing forces which turn against the one-sidedness of the 
Zeitgeist, often continuing older ideas or anticipating the fu
ture.81 

But it is two different things to notice a phenomenon and to 
realize its potential meaning. None of these statements testifies 
to an awareness of what the divergence of the elements that 

AHASUERUS, OR THE RIDDLE OF TIME 149 

comprise a period may imply for the significance of chronology. 
�ven though Marx, for instance, is enough of a realist to per
ceive, and codify, "Ungleichzeitigkeit," he nevertheless clings to 
Hegel's idea of a dialectical historical process which involves 
the conventional identification of homogeneous linear time as 
the time of history. 

In the light of Focillon-Kublcr's views, however, the evidence 
rather suggests that this equation is open to doubt. Actually, 
history consists of events whose chronology tells us but little 
about their relationships and meanings. Since simultaneous 
events are more often than not intrinsically asynchronous, it 
makes no sense indeed to conceive of the historical process as a 
homogeneous flow. The image of that flow only veils the diver
.gent times in which substantial sequences of historical events 
materialize. In referring to rustory, one should speak of the 
march of times rather than the "March of Time." Far from 
marching, calendric time is an empty vessel Much as the con
cept of it is indispensable for science, it does not apply to human 
affairs. Its irrelevancy in this respect is confirmed by the 
mechanics of our memory. vVe may vividly recall certain events 
of our past without being able to date them. Perhaps the 
memory for qualities develops in inverse ratio to the chrono
logical memory: the better equipped a person is to resuscitate 
the essential features of encounters that played a role in 
his life, the more easily will he misjudge their temporal distances 
from the present or play havoc with their chronological order. 
These errors must be laid to the difficulty for him to transfer his 
memories from their established places on his subjective time 
curve to their objective positions in chronological time-a time 
he never experienced. Nothing is more difficult than to experi
ence it. This once more highlights its formal character, its 
emptiness. How should it carry content? As Walter Benjamin 
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judiciously observes, the idea of a progress of humanity is un
tenable mainly for the reason that it is insolubly bound up with 
the idea of chronological time as the matrix of a meaningful 
process.32 

The upshot is that the period, so to speak, disintegrates before 
our eyes. From a meaningful spatiotemporal unit it turns into a 
kind of meeting place for chance encounters-something like 
the waiting room of a railway station. But this is not all that 
there is to it. Thus, Laslett is aware of the deceptiveness of gen
eral concepts projected back into the historical past, and he in
sists that history must seek to "reconstruct . . . in intricate 
detail." 83 But understanding the whole society and large histor
ical transformations affecting it is not therefore to be given up. 
It is merely turned into a question of "all these tiny little move
ments and reactions," or "a question of minutiae, of residue as 
.you might say." s4 

In further pursuit of my argument I therefore wish to focus 
on a case of great theoretical interest-Burckhardt's conception 
of the period. The way he deals with it owes much to his ambig
uous, largely negative attitude toward chronological narration. 
(Note, by the way, that he, too, turned from his history teaching 
to art teaching.) It is not that he would refrain from render
ing, on occasion, a succession of all-embracing historical situa
tions, but he does refuse to be put in the strait jacket of the 
annalistic approach; 35 and a look at his major writings makes it 
evident that he is reluctant to acknowledge the homogeneous 
flow of time as a medium of consequence. In his W eltgeschicht
liche Betrachtungen he withdraws from that flow into a timeless 
realm in order to pass in review the varying relationships that 
obtain, or may obtain, between freely developing culture and 
the two institutionalized powers of the state and religion; and he 
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authenticates his observations by a plethora of examples culled 
from all quarters of world history with only superficial regard 
,for their chronological order. Die Zeit Constantins des Grossen 
as well as Die Kultur der Renaissance in Italien testify to the 
same unconcern for the dynamics of the historical process. In 
both works Burckhardt brings time to a standstill and, having 
stemmed its flood, dwells on the cross section of immobilized 
phenomena which then present themselves for scrutiny. His ac
count of them is a morphological description, not a chronologi
cal narrative. It covers a single historical period. 

However, in thus repudiating chronology, Burckhardt again 
pays tribute to it, as is best illustrated by his Renaissance. In this 
unrivaled masterwork he explores, one by one, the variegated 
manifestations of Renaissance life, ranging from the rediscovery 
of antiquity to tl1e free creation of states, from the new sense of 
personal values to social custom and mounting secularization . 
Does he want to demonstrate that, their simultaneity notwith
standing, the events he summons point in different directions? 
That not all that appears together actually also hangs together? 
He might, indeed, for his remark that "the highest in art does not 
depend directly upon the outward political life of the state" 36 
clearly reveals his awareness of the incoherence of cultural 
epochs. Nevertheless, his declared objective is to interpret the 
Italian Renaissance as the age of the awakening individual-a 
conception, by the way, which is still considered a lasting con
tribution.37 Now this conception, a genuine idea rather than a 
mere generalization, naturally implies that one and the same 
spirit of (secular) individualism asserts itself in virtually all the 
activities, aspirations, and modes of being that comprise the pe
riod. Consequently, the Renaissance must be thought of not as 
an incoherent conglomerate of events but as a whole with a 
meaning which pervades its every element. Burckhardt, that is, 
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steps out of chronological time only to entrust himself to its flow· 
in the end. Or so it looks. For once a period in its complexity is 
recognized as an integrated whole, the shaped area times auto
matically recede into limbo, and, along with the total historical 
process, chronology tends to re-assume significance. 

The wary reader will already have noticed that this vindica
tion of chronology flagrantly contradicts my original proposition 
to the effect that chronological time is an empty vessel. I shall 
presently show that the proposition suggested by Burckhardt's 
interpretation of the Renaissance is as well-founded as the op
posite anti-chronological one. Kubler in his othexwise legitimate 
criticism of the art historians' overemphasis on periods decid
edly overshoots the mark in almost precluding the possibility of 
a confluence of area sequences: The "cross-section of the in
stant," he contends, ". . . resembles a mosaic of pieces in 
different developmental states . . .  rather than a radical design 
conferring its meaning upon all the pieces"; 88 and he insists 
that the "cultural bundles" which make up a period "are juxta
posed largely by chance." 39 This holds presumably true, say, of 
the Biedermeier period (which had to bear with the late Bee
thoven) but does certainly not apply to the Renaissance and 
many another era. The absence of periods with a "physiog
nomy" (Panofsky's expression) of their own would indeed be 
rather surprising. The physiognomy distinguishing them may be 
due to events, actions, moods of an authentic reality character. 
And why not? Contemporaries commune with each other in var
ious ways; so it is highly probable that their exchanges give rise 
to cross-linkages between the accomplishments and transactions 
of the moment.0 Remember, too, the "principle of mental econ
omy" according to which an individual's intensity at one point 

o See pages 66-67. 
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makes for his inertia, his falling back into routine (or nature), at 
most others.0 You cannot be original in all respects. Obviously 
this law-which must be largely held responsible for the stub
born existence of what might be called the "world" -favors the 
establishment of cross-linkages also. In consequence, even 
though simultaneous events as a rule occur in times of different 
shapes and moreover differ in "age," there is a fair chance that 
they will nevertheless show common features. Simultaneity may 
enforce a rapprochement; random coincidences may jell into a 
unified pattem. Do not, by the same token, the fragments of the 
self each of us believes to be sometimes converge and achieve 
unity or a semblance of it? To his observation on the amazing 
partitions in men's minds, Bloch adds another, which is no less 
significant: "Were Pascal, the mathematician, and PascaL the 
Christian, strangers to each other? . . .  it may be that (the) 
an tithesis, correctly considered, is only the mask of a deeper 
solidarity." 40 At any rate the osmotic processes that constantly 
take place are always apt to produce a period or a situation 
which may indeed breathe a spirit affecting all areas and thus 
assume the character of a whole. Dilthcy analyzed the unified 
structure of the age of enlightenment as an example of this kind 
of unity, which he calls "not a unity which can be expressed by 
one basic thought but rather an interconnection of the various 
single tendencies of life that gradually forms among them in the 
course of things." 41 There is an analogy between this precari
ous unity of a period and that of any entity we call a "gestalt." 
Bloch asks himself "if it is not futile to attempt to explain some.
thing which, in the present state of our knowledge of man, 
seems to be beyond our understanding-the ethos of a civiliza
tion and its power of attraction." 42 

But does the period as a whole then not become part and par-

" See Chapter 1,  page zz, and Chapter 3, pages 66-67. 
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eel of the historical process, thereby establishing, by implication, 
homogeneous time as a medium pregnant with meanings? It 
should not be forgotten either that the old daydreams of man
kind envision a far-distant future which cannot with any cer
tainty be said to lie completely outside chronological time; and 
that the Greek conception of a progressive cultural development 
has managed to assert itself even in predominantly vertical
oriented times: Tertullian seems to have believed in a secular 
kind of progress; 43 St. Ambrose in his answer to the pagan Sym
machus points to the "gradual invention of the arts and the ad
vance of human history." u "While paganism in its old age 
began to plead for the authority of the old, most memorably 
about the worship of Victoria in the Roman Senate," says Edel
stein about this doctrine of the early Christian writers, "the new 
creed had taken over that philosophy which paganism itself in
augurated in its youth." 45 Consider not least that we date the 
day of our birth; that we know of our position in the chain of 
generations; and that Death is shown with an hour-glass. Les 
extr�mes se touchent: our intrinsic being and the most empty 
mode of becoming are intertwined. So does Piaget trace mathe
matics back to biology. By the way, the increasing visibility of 
prehistory may further strengthen our confidence in the uncon
testable role of calendric time. 

Thus we are confronted with two mutually exclusive proposi
tions neither of which can be dismissed. On the one hand, mea
surable time dissolves into thin air, superseded by the bundles 
of shaped times in which the manifold comprehensible series of 
events evolve. On the other, dating retains its significance inas
much as these bundles tend to coalesce at certain moments 
which then are valid for all of them. It is this state of things 
which must have caused Burckhardt to disparage as well as en-

AHASUERUS, OR THE RIDDLE OF TIME 155 

dorse chronology. But he never cares to bring its inherent con
tradictions into the open. Benjamin on his part indulges in an 
undialectical approach; he drives home the nonentity of chrono
logical time without manifesting the slightest concern over the 
other side of the picture. That there are two sides to it has rarely 
been recognized. 

How deal with the dilemma in which we £.nd ourselves? To 
come to grips with it I shall in the following no longer refer to 
the different area sequences and their peculiar time tables but 
focus on the relatively uniform periods or situations brought 
about by their confluence. Each such period is an antinomic en
tity embodying in a condensed form the two irreconcilable time 
conceptions. As a configuration of events which belong to series 
with different time schedules, the period does not arise from the 
homogeneous flow of time; rather, it sets a time of its own
which implies that the way it experiences temporality may not 
be identical with the experiences of chronologically earlier or 
later periods. You must, so to speak, jump from one period to 
another. That is, the transitions between successive periods are 
problematic. There may be breaks in the process; indeed, a pe
riod may, as an emergent "event" in Focillon's sense, arise from 
"nowhere." Dilthey quotes Burckhardt as saying about the 
spread of the belie£ in the beyond under the Roman Empire: '1t 

is from hidden depths that such new trends usually receive their 
strength; they cannot be deduced from preceding conditions 
alone." 48 Similarly, Marx's conception of history is, in Alfred 
Schmidt's words, "a philosophy of world breaks, consciously 
abandoning the rule of continuous deduction from one princi
ple." 47 Jonas believes that the movement of Gnosticism will be 
misunderstood so long as it is interpreted as a result of preced
ing ideas and beliefs rather than accepted as sui generis and 
arising from "something like an absolute origin, a radical new 
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beginning," 48 which as a new "prima causa" operates on the 
material of existing ideas and motives.•n Very similar views 
were more recently set forth by Blumenberg in an article in 
which the increasing interest of historians in the "threshold 
times" between distinctive periods is explained from the fact 
that they expose to the view of the historian "history itself," 
which in the classic periods remains "hidden under its manifes
tations." 50 In the view outlined by these statements, all his
tories featuring the "March of Time" are mirages-paintings on 
a screen which hides the truth they pretend to render. Each pe
riod can be supposed to cont.Tibute a new picture; and the suc
cessive paintings thus produced cover, layer after layer, the ever
expanding screen in a manner which is perfectly illustrated by 
Clouzot' s documentary film, Le mystere Picasso. It shows the 
artist in the act of creation. We see: once Picasso has outlined 
what he appears to have in mind, he immediately superposes 
upon his initial sketch a second one which more often than not 
relates only obliquely to the first; and in this way it goes on and 
on, every new system of lines or color patches all but ignoring 
its predecessor.CH 

Yet the same configuration of events which because of its 
spontaneous emergence defies the historical process �arks also a 
moment of chronological time and has therefore its legitimate 
place in it. So we are challenged to follow that process and think 
in terms of linear transitions, temporal inHuences, and long
range developments. The statements of this chapter which coin
cide in discrediting the a priori confidence in historical continuity 
are not intended completely to deny the possibility of inHu
ences ranging over chronological time. But in order to speak of 
them with a measure of certainty their existence must be au
thenticated in any specific case. I submit that this belongs to the 
historian's most difficult tasks. Let alone that, because of the 

.AHASUERUS, OR THE lUDDLE OF TIME 157 

scanty evidence, such influences are very elusive, part of them 
takes effect without leaving a trace. They work undercover: one 
word from you, long since forgotten, may have changed the 
mind of the man to whom it was once spoken. I have been 
deeply influenced by a casual remark a friend made to me two 
or three decades ago; his remark altered my approach to people 
and in a manner my whole outlook on life. When after a long 
separation we recently met again we reveled in memories and I 
could not help mentioning my indebtedness to him. He was im
mensely swprised; he did not remember having said anything of 
the sort to me. Substantial influences seem to be predestined to 
sink back into the dark. 

It occurs to me that the only reliable informant on these mat
ters, which are so difficult to ascertain, is a legendary figure

,Ahasuerus, the Wandering Jew. He indeed would know first
hand about the developments and transitions, for he alone in all 
history has had the unsought opportunity to experience the 
process of becoming and decaying itself. (How unspeakably 
terrible he must look! To be sure, his face cannot have suffered 
from aging, but I imagine it to be many faces, each reflecting 
one of the periods which he traversed and all of them combin
ing into ever new patterns, as he restlessly, and vainly, tries on 
his wanderings to reconstruct out of the times that shaped him 
the one time he is doomed to incarnate.) 

In a sense, Ranke seems to have been aware of the paradoxa! 
relation between the continuity of the historical process and the 
breaks in it, as appears when the passage already quoted in 
Chapter 1 is given in the full context, which runs: 

At every moment again something new may begin, some
thing that can be n·aced only to the first and general source 
of all human action and inaction; no thing merely exists 
for the sake of the other outside of itself; there is none 
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that entirely resolves into the reality of the other. Yet 
there is also at the same time a deep connection of things 
of which no one is entirely free and which enters every
where. By the side of freedom there is necessity. It resides 
in that which is already formed and cannot any more be 
undone, which forms the basis of every newly emerging 
life and activity. That which became constitutes the con
nection with that which is becoming. But also this con
nection itself is not something which can be assumed 
arbitrarily; it was in a certain way, thus and thus, not 
otherwise . . . . A longer series of events-following 
each other and side by side-, connected among each 
other in this way, form a century, an epoch . . . .  52 

I have emphasized the double aspect of the period with a 
purpose in mind; two modern attempts--are there more of 
them?-to do justice to both the emptiness and the meaningful

ness of chronological time assign to the concept of the period a 
key position. Their discussion may help clarify the inextricable 
dialectics between the How of time and the temporal sequences 
negating it. 

To begin with Croce, his argument is outright fallacious.6s 

This inveterate idealist who does not want to be one boasts of 
having dealt a deadly blow at Hegel's transcendental me�
physics. Hegel, says he, postulates an absolute spirit, or world 
spirit, which is both immanent and transcendent; it realizes it

self in the dialectical process of world history and at the same 
time has its abode beyond history as the goal of this process. 
Croce bas it that this ontological transcendentalism will no 
longer do. And he puts an end to it by dragging the absolute 

spirit lock, stock and barrel into the immanency of the inner
worldly universe. The spirit, he insists, is not an Absolute above 
and outside of our changing world but materializes only within 
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history; to be precise, it provides us with concrete answers to the 
concrete questions raised in every given situation-questions 
which, of course, vary with the requirements of the moment. 
Croce, then, assumes the existence of comparatively autonomous 

situations or periods, each with a spirit peculiar to it. But if the 
manifestations of the spirit are inseparable from the specific 
needs of different periods, their meaningful connection in chron
ological time poses tremendous problems. Now Croce is so 
deeply concerned with the historical process that he neverthe

less aspires to give chronological time its due. How does he 
solve the problems contingent on this task? He does not even 
see them. His heart's in the Highlands, his heart is not here. To 
say it bluntly, it still quivers with nostalgia for the idol he be
lieves to have demolished. Oblivious of the fact that, according 
to his own premise, the spirit does not spread over the expanses 

of history but reveals itself exclusively in concrete situations, 
Croce in his otherwise admirable sketch, "Concerning the His

tory of Historiography," 54 identifies its successive revelations 
from antiquity via the Middle Ages, the Renaissance, etc., to the 
present as phases of ail intelligible dialectical process to which 
he moreover attributes a progressive quality. True, he tries to 
adjust the notion of a wholesale progress to his basic assumption 
of the complete immanency of the spirit by eliminating the idea 
of an absolute good and enhancing instead the spirit's effort to 
achieve a betterment of the conditions that obtain in any partic
ular period. Yet this is a sheer playing with words in view of 
Croce's idealistic desire to equate the total historical process 
with a progressive movement, a movement toward "liberty." 
In sum, after having thrown out Hegel with great aplomb, 
Croce reintroduces him by the back door, unaware that what is 

possible to Hegel is denied to him. Indeed, while Hegel's tran
scendental spirit is fully qualified, alas!, to determine the direc-
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tion of the whole of history, Croce's immanent spirit with its 
concrete answers to concrete questions-arising from situations 
beyond which we cannot ask-is not in a position to account for 
the course of events. Croce evades rather than tackles the prob
lems bound up with the antinomic character of chronological 
time. Instead of asking how, if at all, the two contradictory time 
conceptions can be related to each other-bow, that is, chrono
logical time can be reduced to nothingness and yet be 
acknowledged-he undialectically, and absent-mindedly, pre
sents them side by side. And the Hegelian he is wins out over 
the Hegel-destroyer he would like to be. 

And there is Proust's unique attempt to grapple with the per
:plexities of time. Strangely enough, its consequences for history 
have not yet been realized. In dealing with it, I shall feature 
only such traits of his novel as are relevant to my present 
theme. 56 

Proust radically de-emphasizes chronology. With him, it ap
pears, history is no process at all but a hodge-podge of kaleido
scopic changes-something like clouds that gather and disperse 
at random. In keeping with this Platonic view, he refuses to act 
the historian and rejects the ideas of becoming and evolution. 
There is no flow of time. What does exist is a discontinuous, non
causal succession of situations, or worlds, or periods, which, in 
Proust's own case, must be thought of as projections or counter
parts of the selfs into which his being-but are we justified in 
assuming an identical being undemeath?-successively trans
forms itself. It is understood that these diHerent worlds or situa
tions reach fullness and fade away in times of different shapes. 
With great ingenuity Proust demonstrates that each situation is 
an entity in its own right that cannot be derived from preceding 
ones and that indeed a jump would be needed to negotiate the 

AHASUERUS, OR THE RIDDLE OF TIME 

gulf between adjacent worlds. Throughout his novel he syste
matically veils the moments of their junction, so that we learn 
about a new world only after it is already in full swing. And to 
discredit completely our belief in the operating power of time, 
he removes the most imperishable, and most tenuous, connect
ing link between successive worlds-hope. Marcel, the protago
nist of the novel and the embodiment of Proust's past selfs, an
ticipates future fulfillments in every situation; yet no sooner 
have his hopes come true than their magic dissolves, along with 
the self that nurtured them; and the succeeding self starts afresh 
on a path beset with other, if increasingly fewer, expectations. 
The gulf is unbridgeable; time, far from being the All-Father, 
does not father anything. 

Why not then simply ignore it? This is precisely what Proust 
does. He invariably turns the spotlight on time atoms-memory 
images of incidents or impressions so short-lived that time has 
no time to mould them. Touched off by accidental bodily sensa
tions, his involuntary memories assert themselves with complete 
indifference to chronology. The events they by and large evoke 
are much in the same nature as the seemingly insignificant 
minutiae of daily existence which Tolstoy calls more real and 
more significant than the big victories and heroes played up in 
the history books. Proust restores these microscopic units to 
their true position by presenting huge enlargements of them. 
,Each such "close-up" consists of a texture of reflections, analo
gies, reminiscences, etc., which indiscriminately refer to all the 
worlds he, not only Marcel, has been passing and altogether 
serve to disclose the essential meanings of the incident from 
which they radiate and toward which they converge. The novel 
.is replete with close-ups in this vein. They are penetrations in 
depth whose components-those meditations and recollections 
-follow unaccountable zigzag routes spreading over the whole 
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scroll of the past. The patterns they form can no longer be 
defined in terms of time; in fact, their function is to lift things 
temporal into the near-timeless realm of essences. 

So far it looks as if Proust, unconcerned for dialectics, con
fined himself to arguing the case of the discontinuous worlds 
and their shaped times. However, this is onl):' part of the story. 
Even though Proust blurs chronology, he is at pains to keep it 
intact. Much as the close-ups with their time-confusing patterns 
tend to obstruct our awareness of a flow of events, they not only 
point to the situations occasioning them but are woven into a 
narrative which renders Marcefs successive selfs in their chrono
logical order. On the whole, the novel abides by a strict itiner
ary. Or as Jauss puts it, behind the mosaic of anachronistic mo
ments there lurks, concealed from view, the "precise clockwork 
of irreversible time." 56 

Not content with installing it, Proust tries to re-embed the 
chronologically successive worlds-worlds which are spontane
ous creations arising from nowhere-in the flow of time. The 
reason is that he wants to make that flow an equal partner in the 
game. For he cannot resolve the antinomy with which he grap
ples unless he really confronts and dialectically reconciles with 
each other its two opposite aspects-the incoherent series of 
shaped times and chronological time as a homogeneous flow. 
His solution inevitably involves a detour: he establishes tempo
ral continuity in retrospect. At the end of the novel, Marcel, who 
then becomes one with Proust, discovers that all his uncon
nected previous selfs were actually phases or stations of a way 
along which he had moved without ever knowing it. Only now, 
after the fact, he recognizes that this way through time had a 
destination; that it served the single purpose of preparing him 
for his vocation as an artist. And only now Proust, the artist, is 
in a position not only to identify the discontinuous worlds of his 
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past as a continuity in time but also vicariously to redeem his 
past from the curse of time by incorporating its essences into a 
work of art whose timelessness renders them all the more invul
nerable. He sets out to write the novel he has written. 

The profundity of this solution should not lead one to overes
timate the range of its validity. Proust succeeds in reinstating 
chronological time as a substantial medium only a posteriori; the 
story of his (or Marcef s) fragmentized life must have reached 
its terminus before it can reveal itself to him as a unified pro· 
cess. And the reconciliation he effects between the antithetic 
propositions at stake-his denial of the flow of time and his (be
lated) endorsement of it-hinges on his retreat into the dimen
sion of art. But nothing of the sort applies to history. Neither 
has history an end nor is it amenable to aesthetic redemption. 

The antinomy at the core of time is insoluble. Perhaps the 
truth is that it can be solved only at the end of Time. In a sense, 
Proust's personal solu tion foreshadows, or indeed signifies, this 
unthinkable end-the imaginary moment at which Ahasuerus, 
before disintegrating, may for the first time be able to look back 
on his wanderings through the periods. 



7 
General History and the Aesthetic Approach 

Maurice Mandelbaum has recently drawn attention to a "rather 
strange fact" -that "those who have concerned themselves with 
the general problems of historiographical method have rarely 
discussed the question of how the methods of 'special histories,' 
such as histories of philosophy, or of art, or of technology, or of 
law, are related to what they regard as paradigmatic cases of 
historiographical practice." 1 The "paradigmatic cases" are nar
ratives of a type which we most readily remember when we 
vaguely think of history as a branch of knowledge; what then 
immediately comes to mind is the history of some people or the 
history of an age. Altogether narratives in this vein constitute a 
species in its own right which, in keeping with Mandelbaum's 
definition, may be called "general history." (The term "general" 
was originally applied to political histories, which in their hey
day occupied a privileged position.) Whether or not much culti
vated today, general history is a major genre of modem histori
ography. 

One of its chief characteristics lies precisely with the fact that 
it is general: it essentially differs from special histories in that it 
extends over a variety of areas. Whereas the special historian fo-
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cuses on phenomena within one and the same area-relatively 
homogeneous phenomena at that-the general historian con
cerns himself with virtually all the events that make up the 
whole of a temporal sequence or a situation. It should be obvi
ous that this difference is bound to carry methodological impli
cations of consequence. 

A general theoretical statement rarely reveals all the relevant 
aspects of the particulars it covers. So a look at their actual con
figurations will always prove rewarding, if not indispensable. 
On principle, for instance, it is certainly true that general histo
rians may survey spatiotemporal units of any size, big ones or 
small ones; but is it not equally true that they by and large favor 
narratives which encompass wide expanses of the past? To all 
intents and purposes, general history falls into the macro dimen
sion. Also, in practice the boundaries between the two genres 
are fluid. There is hardly a specialized inquiry that would not 
venture beyond its set confines. Such "transgressions" are all the 
more required if the events in a particular area cannot possibly 
be isolated from activities and changes outside that area. 
Stubbs's Constitutional History and Maitland's History of En

glish Law enjoy the reputation of being the best (general) his
tories of medieval England; 2 that, say, a history of art should 
ever attain to a similar status seems highly implausible to me. 
For the rest, even if an area history takes on all the airs of a 
general narrative, it still retains a peculiar character. The appar
ent identity results from different intentions. The specializing 
historian makes inroads into neighboring domains, while the 
general historian tries to marshal masses of facts from diverse 
regions. Where the first seeks to supplement his specific insights, 
the second aspires to synthesis at the outset. 

Indeed, the subject matter of general history must be imag
ined as representing a whole of a sort. Without a unifying frame 
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of reference the genre would not be viable. Its very existence 
depends upon the possibility for the historian to relate his mate
rials to a common denominator. Is the unity he looks for discov
ered or imposed? Assuredly, he will be inclined to believe that it 
is inherent in historical reality itself. And what does the unity 
consist of? There is no clear-cut answer to this either. Mandel
baum holds that the genre invariably centers on the life of soci
ety at large and that, accordingly, the general historian "is con
cerned with human thoughts and actions in their societal context 
and with their societal implications . . ." 3 Palpably inspired by 
the current infatuation with social history, this answer is incom
plete and too narrow to :fill the bill. The common substratum 
might as well be the identity of a people through the ages, or 
such an entity as an empire or a body of all-pervasive beliefs. 
Any subsb:atum will do. And any of them can be supposed to 
give rise to the unifying arrangements and interpretations which 
are prerequisite to a narrative built from disparate elements. If 
the general historian does not succeed in interconnecting, some
how, these elements and impressing upon us continuity and co
hesion, he had better relinquish his job. But to say this is to 
suggest that his whole undertaking rests on uncertain grounds. 
The unity he needs-does he trace or postulate it?-is not guar
anteed; the facts he musters are refractory. And yet general his
tory exists and subsists. How is this puzzling genre possible? 

Whether he knows it or not, the general historian is in a pre
dicament. He has to cope with a tremendous problem-the 
antinomy at the core of chronological time." There is, on the 
one hand, no denying the partial significance of the passing of 
0 To be sure, he is also confronted with the difficulties arising from the 
nonhomogeneous structure of the historical universe (see Chapter 5}.  But 
to simplify matters I shall leave them undiscussed here; moreover, they 
concem historians of all denominations. 
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time for the whole of human affairs. Within certain limits and 
contexts, it makes sense to speak of developments over time and 
the common features of selected periods. This would seem to 
justify the general historian's pursuits up to a point. Favorable 
winds may allow of relatively smooth sailing as he proceeds to 
render and explain the general run o£ things. On the other hand, 
he is constantly prevented from proceeding this way because 
the events he tries to connect belong to different areas and 
therefore resist being treated as elements of a unified and mean
ingful temporal sequence. The reason why they do not easily 
lend themselves to participating in the joint enterprise must be 
laid to the fact that they are primarily members of sequences 
which evolve according to timetables peculiar to tl1eir respective 
areas. The opposite, no less powerful aspect of chronological 
time is that of an empty medium, a Bow carrying with i t  phan
tom units and insignificant aggregates of happenings. As com
pared with the special historian, who in the ideal case moves 
along a time curve formed by a series of coherent phenomena, 
the general historian is at a disadvantage: he is caught in a 
cataract of times. (Since the antinomic character of Time has 
been mostly overlooked, the little attention paid to the methodo
logical differences between the synthesizing and specializing ap
proaches till now is not so strange after all.) 

Once again, how is general history possible? The answer is 
simple enough. The genre can materialize only if the historian 
manages to dispose of the obstacles which spell doom to his 
project. Of course, it is not given him to bridge, let alone elimi
nate, the existing temporal chasms; nor is he in a position to 
transform the many random complexes of events he encounters 
into real live units. All that he is able to do about these perma
nent disturbances is to play them down as best he can. To 
achieve his ends, the general historian must take refuge in 
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manipulative expedients and devices, permitting him to advance 
his narrative with a somnambulist's assurance. They are to make 
us (and him) forget that the highway of chronological time is in 
truth uneven and bumpy. 

His efforts in this direction are facilitated by two circum
stances. The first is the effect of the "law of perspec tive." Oper
ating in the macro dimension, the general historian reviews the 
potentially available evidence from an appreciable distance. At · 
the place he is occupying detail recedes and the air becomes 
rarefied. He is in a measure alone with himself-more alone than 
he would be in the micro dimension where hosts of facts are apt 
to crowd in on him. But the less he is exposed to their pressures, 
the more he will feel free (and entitled) to give rein to his for
mative powers. And this naturally relieves him of inhibitions in 
his recourse to expedients and adjustments. 0 

Second, since the story he tells unfolds at a comparatively 
high level of generality, the deceptive ease with which generali
zations can be transferred from the milieu of their origin to any 
other environment stands him in good stead also. Once estab
lished, they claim independence and admit of all kinds of uses. 
Their apparent malleability is a boon to the synthesizing histo
rian. Why indeed should he not capita lize on it to keep his nar
rative going? Of course, in doing so he is taking certain risks. 
Generalizations are fragile products which demand to be han
dled with care. Whenever they are removed from their native 
soil and made to sustain alien contexts, they may become dumb 
and no longer echo the meanings that led to their formation. In 
his History of Europe, Pirenne summarizes the state of affairs 
under the emperor Justinian as follows: 

0 See Chapter 5, pages 122-23, and again Chapter 8, "The General and 
the Particular," pages 203-06. 
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Justinian, as we know, closed the school of Athens 
But the dogmas and mysteries of religion provided an 
abundance of material for the passionate love of dialectic 
which had for so many centuries characterized Hellenic 
thought. No sooner did Christianity appear than the 
East began to teem with heresies; there were pitched 
battles in the great cities, Council attacked Council . . .4 

Passionate love of dialectic? Teeming with heresies? The 
opaqueness of this montage of generalizations cannot be more 
complete. In the interest of story continuity they becloud the 
very situation they are called upon to evoke. 

No doubt the general historian's foremost concern ic; the un
ruly content of his narrative. Perhaps the most conspicuous de
vice to bring it into line consists in the adaptation to the histori
cal medium of one or another of the several great philosophical 
.ideas which pretend to cover and explain the whole historical 
process. ( Need I repeat that philosophical and historical ideas 
are two different things?) • Many a general history seems to be 
informed with the ideas of progress, or evolution, or any mixture 
of them. It is not as if the narrator would have to impose them 
npc:1 his material; the air is impregnated with these ideas, so 
that they may appear to him as something given and self
evident. Indeed, he may not recognize them as the speculative 
abstractions they are when he falls back on them in his quest for 
substantial unity. This is corroborated by the typical language 
of historical writings; a discerning contemporary historian J. H. 
Hexter has it that such words as "tended, grew out of, devel
oped, evolved; trend, development, tendency, evolution, 
growth" belong among their standing vocabulary.ts (Under the 

" See pages 101-03. 
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spell of the ideas at its bottom narrative historians sometimes 
represent the history of a people or the like as a succession of 
events which lead straight to the present. The result is a more or 
less closed success story which, because of its necessary reliance 
on teleological considerations, not only spawns falsifying hind
sight but further tightens the bonds between the elements of the 
narrative, thereby smoothing away all the existing rifts, losses, 
abortive starts, inconsistencies.) 

Along with the family of ideas which champion progress, per
fectibility and/or some variant of the Darwinian scheme, philos
ophy also provides the model concept of cyclical change. And its 
biological version-the image of recurrent processes of organic 
growth and decay-likewise offers itself to historians as a con
venient means of passing off large portions of the past as coher
ent and intelligible sequences. References to this image, which 
has been no less internalized than the notion of progress, even 
turn up in accounts otherwise impervious to biological analo
gies. "At the beginning of the Roman Empire," says Nilsson, 
"the world had become tired." 6 Clearly, philosophical ideas 
have a way of changing from valiant attempts at total interpre
tation into opiates and treacherous signposts. 

I have mentioned these idea-oriented histories only to elimi
nate them at the outset Vvary of speculations which beg the 
question, conscientious historians try to get along without such 
ideological props or crutches. There are in fact numerous gen
eral narratives which give a wide berth to a priori assumptions 
about the direction and meaning of history; they neither equate 
it with a progressive movement nor presuppose that it runs in 
cycles. Pirenne, for instance, would not have dreamed of lett;ing 
himself be guided, or misguided, by philosophical total views. It 
is these, so to speak, uncontaminated narratives which are of 
particular interest here because they best permit one to find out 
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about the less conspicuous devices needed for their build-up
devices of which their authors must avail themselves in order to 
be able to tell the story they wish to impart. To be sure, as the 
responsible historians they are supposed to be, they certainly do 
not want to manipulate its content; yet if they refrained from 
making the appropriate adjustments, the whole edifice would 
immediately collapse. So they will do what they have to do all 
but against their will and often without being aware of it. The 
genre forces the hand of its devotees. This explains why the ad
justments to which they willy-nilly resort are much in the nature 
of slight retouchings, soft pressures-you hardly notice the 
magic. 

Yet there they are. And quite understandably, many of them 
serve to strengthen the impression of continuity over time. Now 
the chronological sequence is threatened every moment with 
dissolving into the divergent strands of events of which it is 
composed, so that this impression can be upheld only against 
overwhelmingly heavy odds. Small wonder that under such des
perate circumstances even scrupulous historians see no other 
way out than to adduce flighty arguments in support of the uni
fied sequence. Two random examples may illustrate this. 

Paul Wendland in his Die hellenistisch-roemische Kultur, 
a true classic, accounts for the rise of superstitions under 
the Roman Empire as follows: "For the Imperial period 
it is symptomatic that an intensified religious life turns 
with vehement passion to the oriental cults. Extraneous 
factors encouraged this development." He summarily lists 
them and then continues: "The decline of culture and 
decay of the sciences conduce to every sort of supersti
tion." 1 

Obviously possessed with the urge to feature the sway of 
longitudinal influences, Wendland draws on a totally imaginary 
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life experience-that superstitions largely result from the decay 
of paideia (as Werner Jaeger would have said) and the decline 
of science. Do they? True, Dodds in his The Greeks and the Ir
rational reasons in a similar way: he holds that the "failure of 
nerve" (Gilbert Murray's term) in later antiquity was responsi
ble for the acceptance of astrology and that we moderns are in 
the same boat as the ancients-or rather, would be in it were it 
not for the intervention of psychotherapy which, he hopes, will 
immunize us against any new-fangled version of Chaldean be
liefs.s But I venture to submit that there is also something to be 
said in favor of the opposite interpretation according to which 
psychotherapy, as commonly practiced today, would represent 
not so much a sobering antidote as the modern counterpart of 
Hellenistic astrology with its pseudo-scientific calculations and 
directives. Over against Wendland one might as well contend 
that scientific progress makes for an increase of superstitions. 

On occasion even Marc Bloch unduly stresses linear de
velopments. After having, in his Feudal Society, depicted 
the disastrous effects of the Arabic, Hungarian, and Scan
dinavian invasions, he declares that "a society cannot with 
impunity exist in a state of perpetual terror," and inserts 
the following transitional paragraph: "The havoc had 
nevertheless not been merely destructive. The very dis
order gave rise to certain modifications-some of them 
far-reaching-in the internal organization of Western Eu
rope." 9 

This paragraph in turn introduces a sketchy survey of what 
happened in France and England once the worst was over. 
Were all of the partly positive changes a direct consequence of 
the incursions? Bloch suggests that they were by stating that the 
havoc which the invaders wrought on Western Europe was not 
merely destructive. But in this way he decidedly overburdens 
the incursions with causal responsibilities. 
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Temporal continuity is inseparable from meaningful together
ness. In addition to bolstering that continuity, the general histo
rian will therefore automatically try to make any period of his 
concern appear as a unity. This calls for adjustments of story 
content, enabling him to blur the discrepancies between co
existent events and turn the spotlight instead on their mutual 
affinities. It is almost inevitable that, as a matter of expediency, 
he should neglect intelligible area sequences over cross
influences of his own invention. 

From Ranke to the present, examples are found in highly re
spected places. Whenever Ranke himself looks out of the win
dow of political history to survey the neighboring regions of art, 
philosophy, science, etc., he insists on explaining goings-on in 
them from the total situation, at such and such a moment, of the 
nations or peoples whose destinies he narrates. In other words, 
he contrives to fit the cultural events of the period into a make
shift scheme which is to give us the impression that they con
form to the general state of affairs. But his very eagerness to 
bring these events onto the common denominator of a whole 
that moves in tin1e prevents him from probing their essences, 
their real historical positions. Ranke presents distorted pictures 
of them, in defiance of his own claim that history should tell us 
"wie es eigentlich gewesen." The profile of Erasmus in his 
Deutsche Geschichte im Zeitalter der Reformation is as lifelike 
and lifeless as a slick court painter's portraits.10 And aside from 
being irrelevant, his comments, in Die Geschichte der Paepste, 
on Guido Reni, Palestrina, and other exponents of late Italian 
16th-century culture are couched in terms so flowery and ama
teurish that any college student today would be ashamed of 
using them.11 Note, though, that Burckhardt as a young man 
knew parts of this famous work by heart.12 (But none of us is 
immune against magic splendor, however futile. I remember 
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having been in my youth completely under the spell of Thomas 
Mann's Tonio Kroeger with its elegiac, if ludicrous, nostalgia for 
the blond and blue-eyed doers. In fact, my whole generation 
was.) 

The pattern set by Ranke is followed throughout. And often 
enough the narrator's compulsive efforts to interrelate things ac
tually miles apart result in statements which are far-fetched, to 

say the least. The mirage of unity can be authenticated only by 
chimerical evidence. Somewhere in his History of the Early 
Church Hans Lietzmann dwells on the deterioration of the arts 
in later antiquity. Having mentioned that sculpture then lost its 
tradition, he opens the next paragraph with the sentence: "The 
economic distress of the second half of the third century also 
spoiled the spirit of literature." 13 This statement which corre
lates economic conditions and artistic manifestations for the 

sake of unification is nothing but a flimsy ad hoc improvisation 

without any basis in reality. The spirit of literature blossomed in 
Germany after World War I-at a time of acute economic dis
tress, that is. 

Or take again Wendland. In a sec tion of his book, entitled 
"Individuallsmus," he lumps together a number of developments 
under this very heading: 

"This individualistic tendency, which in science leads to a 
division of profes�ional branches, and everywhere to divi
sion of labor and a separation and mutual delimitation 
of spheres of interest, shows strongly also in literary pro
duction." u 

A hypostasized generalization-the "individualistic tendency'' 
-is here elevated to the central cause of a variety of phenom
ena, the ficti tious thus begetting the real. Yet a look at the phe
nomena themselves suffices to make you realize that, for in-
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stance, scienti£c specialization cannot possibly have been an 
effect of that "cause." Wendland puts the cart not only before 
the horse but before the wrong horse. (By the way, his Hel
lenistisch-roemische Kultur is an inexhaustible repository for ad
justments of this type. They climax in a veritable gem of a 
misstatement-the lapidar pronouncement: "With daemonic 
strength, Augustus also impressed unity on his time." 16 It 
would be difficult to establish the unity of a period in a more 
categorical and less conclusive manner.) 

However, all these adjustments find their natural limit in the 
character of the material on which they bear. The past is 
threaded with unaccountable changes and incoherent com
pounds of events which stubbornly resist the kind of streamlin
ing required by general history. Were it only for the historian's 
attempts to gear story content to the needs of the genre, the 
genre might falter for lack of sustenance. To maintain it as a 
going concern, he will have to supplement these attempts by 
formal expedients involving structure and composition. There is 
practically no general narrative that would not draw on them. 
What the narrator cannot accompllsh in the dimension of con

tent he expects to achieve in the aesthetic dimension. 
And this brings the age-old controversy about the relations 

between history and art into focus. The extreme views taken of 

the ma·tter by the ancient rhetoricians and antiquarians still re
tain exemplary significance. Robert Graves in his novel, I, 

Claudius, nicely epitomizes these views by introducing the Ro
man historians Livy and Pollia-the same Pollio whom he has 
say that '1listory is an old man's game"-as spokesmen of the 

two con.Bicting schools of thought. While Livy indicts Pollio of 
dullness, the latter insists that you cannot mix poetry and his
tory: 
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"Can't I? Indeed I can," said Livy. "Do you mean to say 
that I mustn't write a history with an epic theme because 
that's a prerogative of poetry . . .  ?" 

"That is precisely what I do mean. History is a true record 
of what happened, how people lived and died, what they 
did and said; an epic theme merely distorts the record." 16 

Within the framework staked out by this dialogue, the debate 
has been carried on throughout the modem age, with ambiva
lent attitudes by and large getting the better of analysis and ar
gument. Symptomatic of the wavering are Bury's contradictory 
comments on Thucydides: he praises Thucydides for repudiat
ing Herodotus' epic designs and preferring "the demands of his
torical precision to the exigencies of literary art," but then again 
defends his "speeches" as serving the "artistic purpose of pauses 
in the action." 17 The prevailing indecision manifests itself in 

the widespread opinion that history is a science as well as an 
art.1s Even in our days with their emphasis on scientific method 
and social change historians find comfort in this formula which 
veils rather than tackles the issues at stake.19 

To come to grips with them one will have to discriminate be
tween the two different functions which art may assume in his
torical writings. One of these functions is vital indeed. Con
cretizing Meinecke's hints at it,20 Marc Bloch elaborates on the 
essential role of art in a statement which gets to the core of the 
matter: 

"Human actions," says he, "are essentially very delicate 
phenomen� many aspects of which elude mathematical 
measurements. To translate them properly into words and, 
hence, to fathom them rightly . . . great delicacy of lan
guage and precise shadings of verbal tone are necessary." 
He concludes: "Between the expression of physical and 
human realities there is as much difference as between 
tl1e task of a drill operator and that of a lutemaker: both 
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work down to the last millimeter, but the driller uses pre
cision tools, while the lutemaker is guided primarily by 
his sensitivity to sound and touch . . . Will anyone deny 
that one may not feel with words as well as with fin
gers?" 21 

Art, then, fullills an indispensable function if it is not so much 
a goal as a consequence of the historian's pursuits. The very na
ture of his explorations may enjoin on him a language which is 
impressive aesthetically; yet its peculiar beauty denotes only the 
depth of his understanding; it is a by-product, not a set objec
tive. To the extent that the historian produces art he is not an 
artist but a perfect historian. This is what Namier means when 

he compares the great historian with a "great artist or doc
tor." 2z The emphasis is on the art of the great doctor; and the 
rationale of the comparison lies in the fact that both the doctor 
and the historian operate in the orbit of the Lebenswelt, dealing 
with human realities which, to be absorbed and acted upon, re
quire of them the diagnostician's aesthetic sensibilities. Burck

hardt is aware of this-he would be. "That is something these 
people as well as a few others no longer know," he writes to 
Gottfried Kinkel in 1847, "that real history writing requires that 
one live in that fine intellectual fluid which emanates to the 

searcher from all kinds of monuments, from art and poetry as 
much as from the historians proper . . ." 28 

The other function of art is nonessential to the medium. Art in 

this sense is an accretion, an adornment. As such it may still 
serve the legitimate extramural purpose of making the expert's 
accounts more palatable to the layman. History is also a public 

affair; and stylistic know-how need not interfere with scholarly 
accuracy. The Society of American Historians distributes awards 

for works which best combine "scholarship and literary excel
lence." 24 If the request for "literary excellence" means nothing 
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more than that the historian should keep a watchful eye on his 
prose, the Society's policy will be objectionable only to profes
sionals who believe indifference to the manner of representation 
to be a prerequisite of erudition. 0 Yet there is a limit to the his
torian's aesthetic strivings, a threshold beyond which they tend 
to encroach on his intrinsic preoccupations .. (The late Garrett 
Mattingly's stories of the Armada and of Catherine of Aragon lie 

dangerously near to that border; I wonder whether they do not 
sometimes cross it.) No sooner does the historian aspire to the 
status of an artist (in addition to that of an historian)

arrogating to himself the artist's freedom to shape his material 
in accordance with his vision-than beauty as an unintended 
effect of his inquiries proper is superseded by beauty as a delib
erate effort. And his triumph as an artist is apt to defeat the 
cause of history. In consequence, the saying that history is both 
a science and an art carries meaning only if it refers to art not as 

an external element but as an internal quality-art which, in a 
manner of speaking, remains anonymous because it primarily 

shows in the historian's capacity for self-effacement and self
expansion and in the import of his diagnostic probings. 

Now the general historian cannot fully implement his narra

tive designs unless he pays special attention to the form of his 
story. This need not mean that he would reach out for, or in

deed achieve, "literary excellence .. ; actually, he may be a poor 

writer. But it does mean that he must use specifically literary 
devices after the fashion of an artist bent on moulding his mate-

• Note that I am speaking here of writing as a craft in its own right, not of 
the kind of writing which is the great historian-diagnostician's prerogative. 
With him, the art of prose ls contingent on his art as an interpreter. True, 
he must be able to "feel with words" in order adequately to convey his 
insights, but this does not necessarily imply that he is a consummate 
writer. 
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rial. In the case of general history, that is, the nonessential func
tion of art becomes an essential one; aesthetic arrangements 
turn from an external embellishment into an internal require
ment. In conjunction with the pressures put on story content, 
these arrangements are contrived to yield patterns which con
nect the unconnected, establish illusory contexts, and, all in all, 
solidify the unity of temporal sequence. So the willing readers 

are safely guided through Time. They are in about the same po
sition as those caravans of vacationing tourists you meet every
where in Europe-no by-roads for them, no opportunity to 
deviate from the preordained routes planned by their respective 
travel agencies. The general narrative so completely depends on 
formal adjustments along these lines that even the most percep

tive craftsman is powerless to evade them. Werner Kaegi has it 
that Burckhardt's Renaissance includes formulations with which 

"you don't exactly know if they are informed more by painstak
ing consideration of the subject or by the formative need for a 
formal delineation." 25 

Sham transitions are a much-favored surface expedient. They 
create the illusion of a flow, substitu ting, in Croce's words, 
"aesthetic coherence of representation for the logical coherence 
here unobtainable." 26 The following example is drawn from 
Nilsson: 

"While art in the Augustan age turned back to classicism 
and various trends appeared under the following emperors, 
a romantic return to the old (archaism) asserted itself in 
the second century with Hadrian . . ." 21 

Aside from toying with stereotyped generalizations of no 
avail, Nilsson in this sentence throws a bridge joining the differ
ent art movements of successive periods. Yet it is a purely verbal 
bridge, constructed with the aid of a single word, the not very 
trustworthy conjunction "while." That gullible readers may nev-
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ertheless fancy they are crossing a real bridge is quite another 
matter. 

Pirenne's History of Europe is replete with similar dodges
perhaps for the reason that it speedily reviews a diversity of 
topics which must be brought together, somehow. 

Discussing the developments in Italy that led up to the 
Renaissance, Pirenne first elaborates on the North-Italian 
boW'geoisies-a paragraph closing with the praise of 
Florence. The subsequent topic is the Papal States. He 
introduces it by saying: "Neither in their wealth, nor in 
their political, social or intellectual activity would the 
Papal States bear compalison with Lombardy or Tuscany. 
They presented . . ." 2s 

Built from an uncalled-for comparison, or confrontation, this 
threadbare transition testifies to the indomitable desire for sty

listic adhesives. 

At another place, Pirenne deals with the rule of Alfonso V 
and the significance of Aragon for Spain: "It was Aragon 
that opened up for Spain, cut off from Europe by the 
Pyrenees, the only possible means of communication, the 
highway of the Mediterranean." Then he wants to interest 
us in Castile. But would not this change of subject be too 
much of a shock for us? To cushion it he inserts a transi
tional sentence which reads: "However, not Aragon but 
Castile was the true Spain. It was Castile . . ." 29 Fol
lows information about things Castilian. 

The sentence reminds me of the student of zoology whom his 
professor requests to tell him something about the elephant. 
Having been coached only for the fly, the student answers: The 
elephant is much, much bigger than the B.y. As for the fly . . .  

This polishing job would by itself alone hardly be of conse

quence, did it not fall into line with other, more substantial ex
pedients. Altogether they aim at tightening the composition of 
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the general narrative, so that it assumes an air of wholeness rem
iniscent of works of art. In the absence of ideological props such 
compositional arrangements will be all the more needed. The 
task of simulating cohesion in the aesthetic dimension admits of 
a variety of solutions. The narrator may organize successive 

waves of events or states of being into something like an epic. 
Or he proceeds, as a playwright would, with an eye to dramatic 
suspense. Or he so shapes his story that it exudes a singular 
mood-the case of Huizinga's The Waning of the Middle Ages. 

What happens here has its counterpart in film. The cinematic 
quality of film stories varies in direct ratio to their transparence 

to camera-reality. Since this contingent and indeterminate real
ity is partly patterned-as is the historical universe with its long
enduring events-stories, or fragments of them, can easily be 
discovered in it. (Think of Flaherty's Nanook, and the like.) 
They certainly are in character. And so are episodic films, the 
episode by definition emerging from, and again disappearing in, 
the How of life. To be precise, their cinematic flavor is a function 
of their porosity; they must be permeable to the chance mani
festations of that life. Now many commercial films are not true 
to the medium in this sense. Paying tribute to the prestige of the 
established arts, they tell stories which are either adapted from 
(successful) stage plays or novels, or modelled on them in terms 
of structure and meaning. The "theatrical lihn," as this story 
type may be called, sacrifices porosity to dense composition; and 
it unfolds above the dimension of camera-reality instead of pass
ing through it. In the play Romeo and Juliet the Friar's failure 
to deliver Juliet's letter in time is significant inasmuch as it de
notes the workings of Fate. But in the Castellani lilm Romeo 

and Juliet the same event affects the spectator as an outside in

tervention unmotivated by what goes before, a story twist which 
for no reason at all alters the course of action. The whole affair 
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belongs to an ideological continuum, not the material one to 
which film aspires. It is a sham entity which would have to be 
broken down into its psychophysical components to become an 
integral part of camera-life.30 

The general narrative resembles the theatrical film. In both 
media compositional exigencies set the tune. None less than 
Rostovtzeff inadvertently surrenders to them by reducing, in his 
short history of Rome, the Spartacus revolt to a minor incident, 
a mere bagatelle.81 No doubt he knew better. But he shrank 
from pulling down the structure he was about to erect. 

All these devices and techniques follow a harmonizing 
tendency-which is to say that their underlying intentions fla
grantly conflict with those of contemporary art. Joyce, Proust, 
and Virginia Woolf, the pioneers of the modem novel, no longer 
care to render biographical developments and chronological se
quences after the manner of the older novel; on the contrary, 
they resolutely decompose (fictitious) continuity over time. 
Proust's work rests throughout upon the conviction not only 
that no man is a whole but that it is outright impossible to know 
a man because he himself changes while we try to clarify 
our original impressions of him.S2 As Erich Auerbach puts it, 
these modern writers "who prefer the exploitation of random 
everyday events, contained within a few hours and days, to the 
complete and chronological representation of a total exterior 
continuum . . .  are guided by the consideration that it is a 
hopeless venture to try to be really complete within the total ex
terior continuum and yet to make what is essential stand out. 
Then too they hesitate to impose upon life, which is their sub
ject, an order which it does not possess in itself." 38 In other 
words, they seek, and find, reality in atom-like happenings, each 
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being thought of as a center of tremendous energies. The "order 
of life," ungiven them, may or may not exist. In fact, they rather 
doubt whether the small random units in which life, really 
tangible life, materializes are meaningfully interconnected, so 
that in the end the shadowy contours of a whole will delineate 
themselves at the horizon. 

Modern art radically challenges the artistic ideals from which 
the general historian draws his inspiration-from which he must 
draw it to establish his geme. And because of the ensuing 
change of aesthetic sensibilities, his quest for aesthetic coher
ence has lost much of its appeal. Nor is the kind of "literary ex
cellence" attainable to him in harmony with our way of seeing, 
our notions of style.34 There is something passe about the 
beauty of Mattingly's magnificent histories. 

The disruptive intentions of modern writers and artists are 
paralleled by the increasing misgivings of historians and think
ers about the synthesizing narrative, with its emphasis on the 
"total exterior continuum." It would be tempting to trace these 
similarities to a common source. But the Zeitgeist is a mirage; 
and cross-influences are often counterbalanced by sundry incon
sistencies'. Burckhardt combined an acute sense of discontinuity 
in human affairs with an outspoken predilection for harmonious 
wholeness in works of art. 

Before turning to the misgivings and criticisms I have in 
mind, I should perhaps caution the reader against confusing 
them with the running attempts to check and question the faith
fulness to reality of the general historian's accounts. Since its in
ception, modern historiography bas made it its Penelope-like 
business to weave syntheses and unravel them again. This is be
side the point here. What I do wish to stress is, rather, the nega-
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tive attitude toward general history as such. Opposition to it 
comes from diverse quarters, asserting itself in direct and indi
rect ways. 

Valery's arguments against the genre would be still more con
vincing were it not for their provenance from his unflinching 
faith in the natural-science approach. Sagacious observer of the 
intellectual scene that he is, Valery reproaches general history 
with leaving chaos unpenetrated and at the same time champi
ons, in keeping with Focillon-Kubler's proposition, the study of 
what he calls "comprehensible series"-the very series featured 
in special histories: "I have derived something now and then 
from reading specialized histories-of architecture, geometry, 
navigation, political economy, tactics. In each of these fields, 
every event is clearly the child of another event," whereas in "all 
general history, every child seems to have a thousand fathers 
and vice versa." 311 

Valery puts his fingers on the central problem: the general 
historian's fatal inclination to restore their fathers to all the 
foundlings in his care. He mistakes ancestry for explanation.36 
It is this obsessive recherche de la paternite, this overindulgence 
in origins, wh<>lesale developments, and longitudinal influences 
which is the main target of contemporary attacks upon the 
genre. Hexter, for instance, as we know, seeks to explode the no
tion, dear to synthesizing historians, Marxist or not, that the 
feudal age was followed by the steady decline of the landed 
aristocracy and the concomitant rise of the bourgeoisie. He does 
so by arguing that the straight line of development suggested by 
this notion is nothing but an "imaginary construction," calcu
lated to evoke the image of a consistent chain of becoming. In 
reality, he says, it neither explains the changes in question nor 
demonstrates their inevitability. His criticism is coupled with a 
recommendation: historiography might improve if "historian af-
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ter historian re-examines the place and time with which he is 
mainly concerned, and seeks to contrive, for telling about what 
went on in that bounded place and time, a vocabulary of con
ceptions better suited to bring out its character than the fairly 
shopworn one now in use." 37 

Similarly, Peter Laslett disparages the habit, common among 
historians, of explaining the so-called Scientific Revolution of 
the I 7th century from alleged large-scale socioeconomic devel
opments, such as the coming of the middle class and of capital
ist economies. A student of 17th-century society, Laslett denies 
the existence, in Stuart England, of a middle class in our sense 
of the word and by the same token chides the textbooks for re
lating the growth of the rational scientific outlook to the pro
cesses of economic rationalization. All of this is summed up in 
his objection to the imposition of imaginary unifying concepts 
and their use as levers for interpretation. as 

Hans Blumenberg on his part takes exception to the widely 
sanctioned view according to which the idea of progress is a 
secularization of the eschatological interpretation of history. In 
this view the hope for infinite mundane progress would directly 
descend from the religious hope for ultimate redemption, trans
ferring it from the supernatural to the innerworldly plane. Actu
ally, there is no such lineage. Pointing to the origin of our con
ception of progress in the battle between the ancients and the 
moderns,39 Blumenberg has it that the belief in its religious an
cestry is an illusion pure and simple. That the illusion perpetu
ates itself must be laid to the surplus functions which that secu
lar conception has come to assume: it has been bul'dened with 
the obligation to cater to the very human needs which once 
found their outlet in messianic prophecies. But while it is true 
that the Communist Manifesto stirs up about the same expecta
tions as those aroused by these prophecies, it is no less true that 
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its content, its substance proper, cannot be traced to them. 
Blumenberg's opposition to traditional Geistesgeschichte with 
its bias in favor of linear developments is based on a premise 
which I believe to be of crucial significance: he submits that we 
are entitled to speak of a spontaneous generation of thoughts 
and ideas. 40 

Passive resistance to general history adds to these frontal at
tacks. It has been observed that Namier persistently refuses to 
provide sustained narrative.u Burckhardt's ingrained suspicions 
of the genre show precisely in places where, for one reason or 
another, he sees fit to follow the turns and bends of a chronolog
ical sequence. The frequent use he makes of the word "nun"
approximately the English "now"-on these occasions is quite 
revealing. Take his account of the course of events that mark the 
era of the Greek tyrants: having related, for instance, that many 
a tyrant tried to ingratiate himself with the populace by remit
ting burdensome debts and confiscating the landed property of 
the nobles, he seems to be all set to report on the little success of 
the bribes; no sooner are the fickle masses won over to the 
tyrant's cause than it occurs to them that they might be even 
better off without a strong man at the top. But at this point a 
"nun" disrupts chronology: "Und nun (my italics)," Burckhardt 
continues, "-and now he [the tyrant] has to experience how 
much easier it is to seize power than to hold it." 42 The story is 
full of such "nuns." They literally puncture it, serving the nar
rator as loopholes. Through them he time and again escapes 
from the tyranny of the chronological order of things into more 
timeless regions where he is free to indulge in phenomenological 
descriptions, communicate his experiences, and give vent to his 
insights into the nature of man. To be sure, his account is still a 
story of sorts, but the influences connecting the "before" with 
the "after" turn slack like muscles. Burckhardt is not much con
cerned with them. He prefers to shift the emphasis from the 

GENERAL HISTORY AND THE AESTHETIC APPROACH 

possible causes of past events to their consequences for poster
ity, their effects on the well-being of the contemporaries. Thus 
he asks what the Greek polis contributed to the happiness and 
unhappiness of its individual members.43 His meditations about 
"good furtune" and "misfortune" in history 44 raise moral ques
tions in the form of a r�g comment on the colorful scenes 
before the spectator's eye. Moral concern here insolubly fuses 
with aesthetic interest. So does the art lover appraise beauty and 
ugliness. It is noteworthy that, contrary to the general historian's 
aesthetic arrangements, Burckhardt's escapes into the aesthetic 
dimension are not meant to deepen the impression of chronolog
ical continuity but unmistakably intimate that history abounds 
with contingencies which we must take in our sb·ide. 

However, this is not all that there is to it. Much as the argu
ments against general history appear to be justified, they have 
not succeeded in suppressing the nostalgia for synthesis, for 
large-scale narration. The genre is doomed to perish and yet 
proves indestructible. It seems to fade away, succumbing to the 
specialists' agoraphobia, their fear of all too wide themes and 
spaces, and nevertheless continues to attract the minds. "If we 
ask ourselves," says a contemporary historian, "what historians 
have commanded the most lasting admiration, we shall find 
. . .  that they are . . .  those who (like imaginative writers) 
present men or societies or situations in many dimensions, at 
many intersecting levels simultaneously . . ," 45 

The achievements of these past masters cast their spell even 
over historians who are fully aware of the methodological tangle 
in which any practitioner in the field is caught. I am thinking of 
certain sporadic attempts to re-endow general history with theo
retical respectability. As might be expected, they coincide in try
ing to reconcile the establishment of long-term developments 
with the acknowledgment of all the facts and circumstances de-
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fying them. One such attempt comes from a declared opponent 
of the genre. There is no better proof of its eternal attractiveness 
than Hexter's apparent lack of consequence. On the one hand, 
he blames the broad general narrative for indulging perforce in 
purely imaginary constructions and claims that it should be re
placed by histories of more limited scope. On the other, he pro
poses a compromise apt to keep this very genre alive. The nar
rator, Herter holds, might reduce its worst defects if, at each 
major change he comes across, he discontinues his story, with a 
view to relating that change to the conditions of the moment. So 

his inevitable concern with lasting influences will every now and 
then be checked by inquiries into the interaction between the 
divergent elements that make up (and disappear in) the proces
sion of events along the "corridors of time." 4.6 Whether or not 
this compromise is workable remains to be seen. 

The compilation of inclusive macro histories by way of co
operative effort may be said to represent another attempt in this 

vein. Their prototype is Lord Acton's Cambridge Modem His
tory. In stringing together, and adjusting to each other, mono
graphs by specialists, the editors of these composite works want 
to kill two birds with one stone-give the total chronological se
quence and at the same time avoid the distortions, foreshorten
ings, etc., to which the narratives rendering it are prone. They 
want to construct macro history by aligning a series of micro 
histories. But this is a mechanical device. Histories at different 
levels of generality require different treatment; and it is ex
tremely improbable that a collection of such monographs should 
achieve the kind of wholeness which is of the essence to general 
history . ., 

0 Judging from its first volume, the forthcoming UNESCO History of 
Mankind, a product of international teamwork, is being organized in a 
slightly less mechanical manner. But even so it retains throughout the 
character of a compromise-not to mention that some of its features are 
rather conhoversial. 
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These compromises (to which still others might easily be 
added ) do not even pretend to solve the general historian's 
problems. Is there a solution to them? The only real solution

provided it is one-has been offered centuries ago. We owe its 
rediscovery to Robert Merton who, with his flair for the genu
ine, has spotted it in Tristram Shandy:17 Tristram's answer to 
the question of how penetrate chaos is so memorable that I can
not resist the temptation of reproducing it to the full: 

Could a historiographer drive on his history, as a muleteer 
drives on his mule-straight forward;-for instance, from 
Rome all the way to Loretto, without ever once turning his 
head aside, either to the right hand or to the left,-he 
might venture to foretell you to an hour when he sbould 
get to his journey's end;-but the thing is, morally speak
ing, impossible: For, if he is a man of the least spirit, he 
will have fifty deviations from a straight line to make with 
this or that party as he goes along, which he can no ways 
avoid. He will have views and prospects to himself per
petually soliciting his eye, which be can no more help 
standing still to look at than he can fly; he will, moreover, 
have various 

Accounts to reconcile; 
Anecdotes to pick up; 
Inscriptions to make out; 
Stories to weave in; 
Traditions to sift; 
Personages to call upon; 
Panegyrics to paste up at this door; 
Pasquinades at that:-All which both the man and 

his mule are quite exempt from. To sum up all; there are 
archives at every stage to be look'd into, and rolls, records, 
documents, and endless genealogies, which justice ever 
and anon calls him back to stay the reading of:-In short, 
there is no end of it . . . 48 

Of course, this precisely is the rub in it. Just as Tristram him

self never manages to expedite the narrative beyond his child-
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hood days-there is so much to tell, so much to look into-it is, 
"morally speaking," impossible for any historian following him 
ever to reach Loretto. He is no muleteer after all.4Q 

General history, then, is a hybrid, something between legend 
and the Ploetz, that imperishable annalistic manual which we as 
schoolboys used to memorize the dates of battles and kings. 
How explain the astounding longevity of this impossible genre? 
\Vhat to us appears as an "imaginary construction," has been the 
raison cl'etre of general history most of the time. Our preoccu
pation with the course of history is grounded in religious 
prophecy, theological computations, and metaphysical ideas 
about mankind's lot. Like all basic inquiries, the quest for the 
destinies of empires and peoples originates with the approach 
from "above"-a mode of apprehending and reasoning which 
only in the modern age has given way to the approach from "be

low." Not completely, though. The old questions, goals, and 
mirages linger on, joining forces with the needs and interests 
which arise from the historian's involvement in the affairs of his 
day. They too invite him to account for temporal sequence, the 
past as a whole. Indeed, under the impact of both these contem
porary and traditional concerns he cannot help driving his mule 
straight to Loretto. General history might be more vulnerable to 
attacks did it not largely serve nonhistorical ends. 

8 
The Anteroom 

One may de£ne the area of historical reality, like that of photo
graphic reality, as an anteroom area. Both realities are of a kind 
which does not lend itself to being dealt with in a definite way. 
The peculiar material in these areas eludes the grasp of syste
matic thought; nor can it be shaped in the form of a work of art. 
Like the statements we make about physical reality with the aid 
of the camera, those which result from our preoccupation with 
historical reality may certainly attain to a level above mere opin
ion; but they do not convey, or reach out for, ultimate truths, as 
do philosophy and art proper. They share their inherently provi
sional character with the material they record, explore, and 
penetrate. Now the whole realm to which photography as well 
as history in the modern sense belong has up to now been over
shadowed by misconceptions founded on the traditional preju
dice that there exists no field of knowledge in its own right be
tween the hazy expanses in which we form opinions and the 
high-level areas harboring the products of man's most lofty 
aspirations. Thus photography has been misunderstood either as 
an art in the established sense or a sort of recording medium, 
yielding merely impressions of little avail; and exactly in the 
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same way history has been misinterpreted as a matter of negligi
ble opinions or a subject which can be adequately coverea only 
by the philosopher or artist. In this treatise, I consider it my task 
to do for history what I have done for the photographic media 
in my Theory of Film t_to bring out and characterize the pe
culiar nature of an intermediary area which has not yet been 
fully recognized and valued as such. 

This implies that, from the angle of philosophy or art, we, so 
to speak, stop in the anteroom when coming to terms with his
tory on its own grounds. But what is the significance of our stay 
in the anteroom? Had we not better directly tackle the last 
things instead of idly focusing on the last before the last? Evi
dently, my task is not completed unless I speculate on the mean
ing of anteroom insight. I have pointed out in Theory of Film 
that the photographic media help us to overcome our abstract
ness by familiarizing us, for the first time as it were, with "this 
Earth which is our habitat" (Gabriel Marcel) ; 2 they help us to 
think through things, not above them. Otherwise expressed, the 
photographic media make it much easier for us to incorporate 
the transient phenomena of the outer world, thereby redeeming 
them from oblivion. Something of this kind will also have to be 
said of history. 

PRELIMINARY DEMARCATION OF AREAS 

For the purposes of the subsequent investigation I should first 
like to delimit, however provisionally, the area into which his
toriography falls. The differences between history and the scien
tific approach proper as well as art have already been made out 
in earlier contexts, in Chapters 1 and 7· And there is no need for 
expressly distinguishing historical knowledge from sheer opin
ion. What remains to be pondered is the relations between his
tory and philosophy. 

THE ANTEROOM 

But how define philosophy in a general way? Such definitions 
are impossible independently of a definite frame of reference. 
The best is perhaps to characterize philosophical reasoning by 
those of its peculiarities which strongly impress themselves upon 
the historian. In a passage summarizing results of a historical 
survey of philosophy, Dilthey says: "We always saw operating 
in it the tendency to universality and toward reasons and causes, 
the direction of the mind at the whole of the given world. And 
always its metaphysical urge to penetrate into the core of this 
whole is found struggling with the positivist demand of gener
al validity of its knowledge. These two aspects belong to-its 
essence, and they distinguish it from the areas of culture most 
closely akin to it. In contrast to the sciences, it seeks to resolve 
the enigma of the world and of life itself; but in contrast to art 
and religion, it wants to give the solution in generally valid 
form." 3 It appears from this and from other examples,4 that the 
historian is inclined to attribute to philosophy some such features 
as these: 

First, philosophy aims at truths about man's ultimate concerns 
-the nature of being in general, of knowledge, of the good, of 
beauty, and not least of history. It deals with the very last 
things, asswning or doubting their existence. Hence, in part, its 
claim to highest significance. 

Second, philosophical statements are of the highest general
ity, resting on the premise that they automatically cover all per
tinent particulars. There is practically no philosophy of history 
that would not try to render intelligible the whole of history. 
Philosophy's claim to highest significance is also based on the 
conviction that its general statements about the world fully en
compass that world. 

Third, philosophical statements aspire to objective validity, or 
so at least does it appear to any historian aware of his depen
dence upon empirical evidence. Roughly speaking, one might 



ffiSTORY: THE LAST THINGS BEFORE THE LAST 

indeed say that philosophy, whether postulating or denying ab
solutes, wants to arrive at statements of unlimited authority
statements which seek to emancipate themselves from the con
ditions of time and place. This lies in the nature of human rea
son. And it accounts for the preoccupation of contemporary 
philosophy with the implications of historism. 

Fourth, the historian may be struck by what often affects him 
as the rather sweeping radicalism and rigidity of philosophical 
truths. They do not seem to fit certain particulars of his interest; 
and they tend to ignore, obscure, or minimize differences in de
gree to which he attaches importance. Jaeger, in Paideia, re
proaches the "severe historians of philosophy" with dismissing 
integral features .,in Plato's picture of Socrates as mere poetic 
decoration. It all seems to lie beneath the high level of abstract 
thought on which philosophers ought to move and have their 
being." ll 

Historiography differs from philosophy in all these respects. 
Instead of proceeding from, or climaxing in, statements about the 
meaning, or, for that matter, the meaninglessness, of history as 
such, it is a distinctly empirical science which explores and in
terprets given historical reality in exactly the same manner as 
the photographic media render and penetrate the physical 
world about us. History is much closer to the practically endless, 
fortuitous, and indeterminate Lebenswelt-Husserl's term for 
the basic dimension of daily life-than philosophy. Conse
quently, the historian would not dream of assigning to his find
ings and conclusions the kind of generality and validity peculiar 
to philosophical statements. He is unconcerned for high abstrac
tions and absolutes; at least he does not primarily care about 
them, 

The difference between the two approaches shows, for in
stance, in the history of ideas. While the philosopher, in dealing 
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with it, is bent on stressing the inherent potentialities of some 
idea as the driving power behind its development-e.g., Jonas's 
Grwsis-the historian (to the extent that he does not, like Kub
ler, connive at the behavioral sciences ) prefers to drag the idea 
whose unfolding in time he records through the underbrush of 
history (which Jonas also tries to do); think of Daniel Ha!evy,6 
or Bury's The Idea of Progress.7 In fact, as we know, many his
torians nurture misgivings about and distrust the philosophical 
approach. One might even speak of their resentment against 
it-a sort of frustration traceable to the fact that they have 
rarely the tools to meet the philosopher on his own ground. And 
conversely, as viewed from the lofty regions of philosophy, the 
historian devotes himself to the last things before the last, set
tling in an area which has the character of an anteroom. (Yet it 
is this "anteroom" in which we breathe, move, and live.) 

The boundaries between the areas of historiography and phi
losophy are fluid, as is illustrated by the existence of concepts 
belonging to both areas. Originating with theological and meta
physical speculations, the concepts of universal history and 
progress are a matter of concern to the historian also. Their am
biguous nature will be discussed in the course of the following 
meditations, which bear on two issues of tremendous impor
tance for both philosophy and history-the issue of historicity 
and that of the general in its relation to the particular. These 
meditations may shed light on the constitution of the anteroom. 

HISTORICITY 

The problem. Nineteenth-century historism is largely responsi
ble for the firm establishment of the consciousness of man's his
toricity, the belief in the formative powers of time as well as 
place. Dilthey was perhaps the first fully to rea lize the conse-
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quences of this belief. According to it, there are no "eternal 
truths"; rather, all our thinking is a function of time. Conscious
ness of man as a historical being necessarily entails a conviction 
of the relativity of human knowledge. (Weizsaecker, as we 
know, has it that the natural laws are not immune against 
changes either, although this participation of nature in the his
torical process would be at a very slow pace. 0 ) · 

Once historicity is recognized as part and parcel of the human 
condition, the problem arises as to how to reconcile the ensuing 
relativity of knowledge with the quest of reason for significant 
truths of general validity. It is the key problem of modern phi
losophy. All philosophical attempts to solve it try to find a way 
out of the dilemma confronting contemporary thought; they 
seek, that is, to legitimate the efforts of reason to get hold of ab
solutes, sometimes even suggesting their attainability, and at the 

same time to uphold the idea of historicity. These attempts can 
be divided into two groups. 

Two "solutions." There are, first, numbers of alleged solutions 
which may be called "trnnscendentaf'; altogether they are an af
tetmath, or indeed the backwash, of secularized theological con
cepts and traditional metaphysics, with the idea of evolution 
being thrown into the bargain. They proclaim, at the outset, the 
possibility of timeless truths, positing a realm of absolute values, 
norms, and the like. So Ranke and Droysen, in a sense Scheler,8 
Rickert,9 Troeltsch,10 Meinecke,n etc. All of them attempt to 
escape the clutches of historical relativism which they are never
theless obliged to affirm, and, in keeping with the demands of 
reason, to regain access to the lost paradise-that realm outside 
time which they nostalgically envision. How do they do it? To 
say it plainly, by way of some subterfuge or other. What hap-

• See Chapter 1, page 21. 
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pens is invariably the same: you still believe you are swimming 
in the stream of time and all of a sudden you find yourself 
ashore, face to face with eternity. It is great fun to watch these 
thinkers move ahead toward their castles in the air. Somewhere 
en route they inevitably perform what to all intents and pur
poses resembles the famous Indian rope trick. 

The solutions of the other group, which I should like to term 
"immanentist," proceed the other way round. They repudiate 
the conception of timelessness and any assumption of an onto
logical character. With them, historicity is a basic tenet which, 
once adopted, precludes the recourse to eternal truths. So the 
only possibility of salvaging the absolute is for the philosophers 
of this denomination to place themselves in the immanence of 
the historical process and bring historicity to its ultimate logical 
conclusion. These more recent attempts begin to take shape 
with Dilthey's desperate labors. He rejects the independent exis
tence of timeless norms, purposes, or values, 12 and instead 
champions "full recognition of the immanence in the historical 
consciousness even of those values and norms which claim to be 
absolute." 18 And he endeavors to show that generally valid 
truths may grow out of history itself. 

"This," he says, "at first appears as an insoluble riddle. 
We must construct the whole from the parts, while only 
in the whole is to be found the element which imparts 
meaning and thus determines the position of a given part. 
But we already saw that tllis is what in fact moves history 
itself. . . . History itself creates values, whose validity 
derives from an explication of the conditions contained in 
life, as for example the sanctity of contract, or the recogni
tion of the dignity and worth in every individual, looked 
at as man. These truths are generally valid because, if 
applied in the historical world at any point, they will make 
a regulation possible.14 



HISTORY: THE LAST THINGS BEFORE THE LAST 

In another place he concludes that "not the relativity of 
every view of the world is the last word of the mind that passed 

through all of them, but its sovereignty against each of them, 
and the positive knowledge of how in the plural attitudes of the 
mind we have the one reality of the world given to us." 16 Com
ment on Dilthey's position: he is still immersed in the very 
philosophical tradition he fights. This is also shown by his obses
sion with big schemes and arrangements. Croce and Colling

wood, too, want to elicit the objective from the fl.ow of time. 
Building from, and exploiting, Dilthey, the Heidegger of Sein 
und Zeit goes farthest in this direction; he postulates a histo
ricity of being itself, thus radically uprooting the subject-object 
relation, and the venerable notions of substance and essence in 
its wake. (But radicalism is not necessarily a virtue; and of the 

subject-object relation Hans Jonas judiciously says that it "is not 
a lapse but the privilege, burden and duty of man." 16) The im
manentist trend which is at the bottom of existentialism has 
spawned a partly syncretistic literature-e.g., Karl Mannheim's 
1924 essay, "Historismus," 17 with its borrowings from Dilthey, 
Weber, etc., and its irrelevant classificatory finesse. Mannheim 
rejects the recourse to the static absolute, endorsing the histori
cist assumption that there is no absolute truth. Truths and 
values can be grasped only in perspective. But we need not des
pair for that reason because we are justified in assuming that 
each "truth" is the last word within its own concrete situation 
and that the different perspectives form a hierarchy in the total 
historical process.-It is evident that all solutions in this vein 
must "absolutize" history in order to retrieve the absolute from 
it. This is precisely what Gadamer does in his Heidegger

infl.uenced Wahrheit und Methode,lS which amounts to a 
smooth fusion of major immanentist motifs. Symptomatically, he 
;esumes Dilthey's emphasis on Wirkungszusammenhaenge and 
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Wirkungsgeschichte.19 Indeed, with him, the nonexistentialist 
main current of immanentism comes to completion: he hallows 
historical continuity and sanc tifies actual tradition without look
ing for truth criteria outside. But in this way history becomes a 
stuffy closed system which, in accordance with Hegel's dictum, 
"What is real, is rational," 20 shuts out the lost causes, the unreal
ized possibilities. History as a success story-Burckhardt would 

never have accepted the underlying assumptions of modern 
hermeneutics. 

Historical relativity. All these solutions are fallacious. Their fail
ure to deal effectively with the implications of historism must be 
traced to their reliance on an oversimplified notion of historical 
relativity. Both the transcendental epigones and the immanen
tists start from the premise that history is a continuity unfolding 
in homogeneous time. If this be the case, then indeed historical 
relativity becomes inescapable; and all efforts nevertheless to 
justify the quest of reason for absolutes, ontological or not, nec
essarily involve e�:pedients, doubtful intellectual maneuvers. 

However, as I have tried to show in Chapter 6, the traditional 
conception of historical time requires qualification. Because of 
the antinomy at its core, time not only conforms to the conven
tional image of a fl.ow but must also be imagined as being not 
such a flow. We live in a cataract of times. And there are 
"pockets" and voids amidst these temporal currents, vaguely 
reminiscent of interference phenomena. This leads me to speak, 
in a provisional way, of the "limited" relativity of certain ideas 
emerging from such pockets. Historical relativity thus turns 
from a matter of course into a puzzling problem. What I have, 

in effect, said in Chapter 4 about historical ideas, e.g., Marx's 
or Burckhardt's,.. certainly also holds for general philosophical 

0 See pages 99-103. 
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truths: they must be thought of as lying both inside and outside 
flowing time. Is their inherent claim to temporal exterritoriality 
justified? Or does their share in historical relativity invalidate 
any such claim? 

Proposition. In posing these questions, I start out on a proposi
tion which differs from the transcendental as well as the 
immanentist solutions. The former focus on a realm of absolute 
values and norms which they set apart and distinguish from all 
that is only temporal Yet this distinction-which moreover im
plies that the absolute is of higher significance than the time
bound and relative-loses its meaning once the paradoxa} na
ture of time is recognized. With the immanentists, on the other 
hand, the temporal so completely sucks up the absolute that it 

seems possible to eternalize the time-conditioned truths them
selves. But if time is no longer conceived of as a continuous 
flow, this solution is untenable also. 

From the angle of my proposition, philosophical truths have a 
double aspect. Neither can the timeless be stripped of the 
vestiges of temporality, nor does the temporal wholly engulf the 
timeless. Rather, we are forced to assume that the two aspects of 
truths exist side by side, relating to each other in ways which I 
believe to be theoretically undefinable."' Something like an anal
ogy may be found in the "complementarity principle" of the 
quantum physicists. My assumption is that speculations on the 
total nature of the universe are called for, or indeed indispen

sable, as gambles in Kafka's sense.21 They meaningfully enter 
the scene on ( unpredictable ) occasions and then presumably 
fulfill a vital function. 

The co-existence of both aspects, so difficult to imagine, tends 

0 Here the category of tact comes in. Cf. later in this chapter the subse� 
tions "Co-existence," pages zos-o6, and "The nameless," pages �14-16. 
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to imply that the seeming alternative of transcendentalism, with 
its penchant for the ontological, or immanentism, with its total 
acceptance of historicity and its affinity for existentialism, is no 
genuine alternative either. Even though they point in opposite 
directions, the two approaches will have to be thought together, 
the "side-by-side" replacing the "either-or." 22 Hence the prob
lematic character of Loewith's attempt to get away from the 
consequences of historicity by sympathetically referring to an
cient cosmology and all that it stands for; this is an escape into 
plain ontological transcendenta lism rather than a timely answer 
to our present intellectual situation. 28 Similarly open to criti
cism is the reverse attempt-Adorno's unfettered dialectics 
which eliminates ontology altogether.24 His rejection of any 
ontological stipulation in favor of an infinite dialectics which 
penetrates all concrete things and entities seems inseparable 
from a certain arbitrariness, an absence of content and direction 
in these series of material evaluations. The concept of Utopia is 
then necessarily used by him in a purely formal way, as a bor
derline concept which at the end invariably emerges like a deus 
ex machina. But Utopian thought makes sense only if it assumes 
the form of a vision or intuition with a definite content of a sort. 
Therefore the radical immanence of the dialectical process will 
not do; some ontological fixations are needed to imbue it with 
significance and direction. 

And how are we to connect successive general truths with 
each other? If the emphasis is put on time as a homogeneous 
flow, such ideas as evolu tion and progress which establish con
texts between chronologically successive phases are bound to 
gain momentum. Accordingly, Dilthey tries to ascertain the ob
jectivity of the Geisteswissenschaften by assuming that relevant 
knowledge expands and advances in the historical process. If, 
conversely, chronological time is considered an empty vessel, 
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the establishment of meaningful relations between successive 
truths becomes rather difficult The same Dilthey who adopts 
the idea of progress 25 drops it as soon as he begins to doubt 
the magic of Bowing time; then he prefers to speculate on "types 
of W eltanschauungen." 26 His wavering in this respect strikes 
me as profound. The two extremes between which he meanders 
are marked by Hegel's "world spirit" and Heidegger's "Sein
koennen" which swallows up all objectivity, and with it, one 
should think, all relationships between successive truths. As for 
the idea of progress (which feeds on a questionable analogy 
with the learning process ) it reaches its full scope only if it is 
applied to history as a whole. But can it be applied in such a 
wholesale manner at all? Blumenberg, as we know, sees this ap
plication of it as the result of a forced adaptation of its limited 
original form (in which it had been restricted to theoretical pro
. cesses and the area of aesthetics), to serve the heterogeneous, 
theological notion of eschatology. What happened was that the 
idea of progress "had to widen its originally limited . . . scope 
and overextend it . . .  to answer a question which theology, 
having given virulence to it, had left behind, as it were, tower
ing in the open, masterless and unsatiated." 27 Any definition of 
the inherent antithetic character of this concept (which follows 
from the double aspect of general truths) is doomed to failure. 
Here is a rather lopsided definition which I submit for what it is 
worth: the idea of progress presents itself differently from 
different periods whose succession may or may not amount to a 
progress. 

Ideas and philosophical truths come closest to puncturing the 
screen that separates us from what we fathom to be Truth. The 
coincidentia oppositorum, which Cusa in De visione Dei called 
"the wall of paradise behind which dwells God," 28 does not 
materialize this side of the screen. 
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THE GEJ:\"ERAL AND THE PARTICULAR 

The intellectual universe. The second issue of importance for 
the constitution of the anteroom arises from the high generality 
of all philosophical truths about man's ultimate concerns. It is 
considered a matter of course that these truths (e.g., Kant's 
categorical imperative) apply to all particulars they are sup
posed to cover. Do they?0 Here is where my argument concern
ing the nonhomogeneous structure of the historical universe 
comes in. t If meaningfully extended, this argument has a defi
nite bearing on the issues at stake. In fact, the historical universe 
is only a borderline case of the general intellectual universe. I 
submit that what holds of the former is valid of the latter also. 
Our intellectual universe is not homogeneous either; there are 
no less traffic difficulties in it than in the historical orbit proper . 
To get from "above" to "below" -from the philosophical ab
stractions, that is, down to the concrete insights formally falling 
under them-one has to introduce numbers of new definitions as 
he moves along. The constructions and expedients needed to ap
ply the categorical imperative to an individual case are an ex

ample. Another is the evasiveness of stereotyped national im

ages. They conform to reality in general but dissolve as soon as 
one gets down to concrete cases. An analysis of their strange 
evasiveness might prove rewarding. Also the relation of the gen
eral and the particular in the treatment and subject of Tilly's 
Vendee which was analyzed in Chapter 1 t should be compared 
for this problem as it appears in the present context. 

In sum, philosophical truths cover only insufficiently the expe

o The theological idea of the living God is the only extremely high abstrac
tion which admits of full concretion in every individual case. 
t See Chapter 5, pages 122-27. 
t See pages 2.9-31. 
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riences and occurrences they generalize. You may distill these 
truths from a variety of empirical observations (or arrive at 
them by fits and starts ), but the return trip to the concretions 
requires many supplementary assumptions. The general does 
not fully encompass the particulars. (For this whole theory, see 
my Soziologie als Wissenschaft; 29 also Dilthey.ao ) 

Universal history. I should now elaborate on the intrinsic dialec
tic of this borderline concept which, like progress, belongs to 
both philosophy and history. Anglo-Saxon empiricism and posi
tivism is important as a revolt against the "phantom" character 
of general metaphysics. These schools of thought side with the 
particular against the general-but at what costs! In this con
text, Kant is significant. In the treatise, Idea of a Universal His
tory from a Cosmopolitan Point of View, he commends the cul
tivation of empirical history and stresses that to be "thoroughly 
versed" in it is a requirement for the philosophic mind, but ex
plicitly maintains that this idea "is no doubt to a certain extent 
of an a priori character." 31 Kant predicts that exactly because 
of "the praiseworthy circumstantiality with which our history is 
now written" (in the end-for reasons which express the princi
ple of mental economy, namely, "to cope with the burden of 
history as transmitted to them" "-) our "remote posterity . . . 
will surely estimate the history of the oldest times, of which the 
documentary records may have been long lost, only from the 
point of view of what interests them . . ." az 

Proceeding from the antinomy of the general and the particu
lar, I believe that universal history has become illegitimate if it 
does not recognize this basic antinomy of history. It is no longer 
legitimate to think "from above to below"-starting out, that is, 

" For the principle of mental economy, see especially Chapter 1, page zz, 
and Chapter 5, page 130. 
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from some philosophic conception of universal history. With 
that approach, we would be in danger of becoming spellbound 
by ideas about the general. We must rather proceed "from be
low to above" to pursue these without harm. But particularly 
needed here is critical comment on the illusion that world his
tory can be produced from "below" by compiling and unifying 
the results of historical research. This was anticipated by the 
criticisms of Levi-Strauss and Valery which were quoted in 
Chapter 5.

0 A fitting example for applying them would be the 
Unesco World History, of which Wittram correctly judges 
that it sets "a very wide frame, while no informing conception is 
to be discerned; none at any rate that is very convincing." 33 

Here a point should be made of a fact already mentioned t
that the idea of a universal history tends to call forth an existen
tial approach to it, and that the existential genre stands the best 
chance of materializing when the whole of history comes into 
view . . . .  The larger the scope of a narrative, the more ur
gently heuristic assumptions and unifying ideas suggest them
selves. At the high altitudes reality recedes and man is alone 
with himself . . . .  Or does then reality answer him? . . .  

Co-existence. The kind of relation that actually obtains between 
the general and the particular carries an implication of great in
terest. To the extent that philosophical truths base their claim to 
highest significance on their inclusiveness, their applicability to 
the particular insights and facts by logical subsumption, this 
claim is illusory. It would be valid only if the particular could, 
so to speak, blindly be inferred from the general into whose 
orbit it falls. But this is not the case. There is no general defini
tion of, say, beauty that would lead one straight to an appropri-

0 See page 137. 
t See page 75· 
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ate definition of the peculiar beauty of a specific work of art; 
that general definition exceeds the latter in range, while lagging 
behind it in fullness of meaning. To be sure, philosophical truths 
have a significance of their own, but they need not be significant 
in the sense of rules which decisively determine, let alone ex
haust, the meaning of the subordinate particulars. Hence the fu
tility of attempts to trace a syndrome of particular thoughts to 

some general concepts and passing these off as the "philoso
phy" behind that syndrome. The thoughts and ·notions of, say, a 
historian may not at all converge toward a philosophy. And if 
they converge, this philosophy need not be the fountainhead of 

his particular insights. The general truth and a pertinent con
crete conception may exist side by side, without their relation 
being reducible to the fact that logically the abstraction implies 
the concretion. "Tact" is required to define this relation in each 

particular case. 
In fact, the establishment of the general and the settling of 

the particular are two separate operations. Marquand in his 
novel, Point of No Return,84 nicely satirizes their matter-of
course subsumption by sociologists and, I should like to add, 
philosophers. The protagonist of this novel is extremely puzzled 
when he finds out that the people who, in a sociological study of 
his hometown, are bracketed as members of the upper lower 
middle-class, the middle middle-class, etc., are the very same 
people whom he knew so well in his childhood days. His sur
prise at their unexpected identity highlights the relative irrele
vancy of their logical alignment.-The saying that the exception 
confirms the rule is quite to the point-provided we understand 
by exception that which follows the rule. 

THE ANTEROOM 

BURCKHARDT 

Before developing the consequences of these meditations for the 
relations between the areas of philosophy and history, I wish 
to present a model case of what may be called anteroom think
ing and conduct. Burckhardt's opus reflects, somehow, the argu
ments offered here. Not as if he were aware of the theoretical 
foundations upon which his procedures rest or indeed cared to 
bring them into the open. But he responds to the phenomenon 
of time and the uneven structure of the intellectual universe 
with the accuracy of a seismograph, a sensitivity unsurpassed by 
any modern historian. 

Some of Burckhardt's attitudes and opinions might call for 
criticism. His aversion to mass movements and revolutions as 
well as his visions of the future caused him to take a rather one
sided stand against the idea of progress, which does not fit into 
the over-all picture.s� Time and again he shows himself over

whelmed by the grandeur of the historical process. This ac
counts for his absurd large-scale teleological speculations, in
cluding his insistence that history tends to offer compensations 
for ill-fortune and suffering. His terms of Gliiclc and Ungliick, as 
was pointed out, fuse moral concern with aesthetic interest. On 
occasion, be could seem an outspoken anti-Semite.36 And he 
praises war.'l7 Here also belongs Burckhardt's worship of ge
nius, connected with his loathing of any history featuring mass 
movements as the sources of historical change. But all this 
hardly reduces the signi£cance of his practical recognition of the 
antinomies that condition thought in the area of history. 

Historicity in general. Here should be mentioned Burckhardt's 
avowed amateur attitude toward history. Burckhardt ap-
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proaches his material in a casual way. He is deliberately unsys
tematic, repudiating anything that looks like a construction im
posed from without. He somewhere declares that concepts and 
periods must be kept fluid. He often ponders possibilities that 
might have come true without deciding in favor of any of them. 
Of the past be picks up what attracts and interests him, as he 
strolls through the world of history; and he never accounts for 
the reasons of his choices. 

Even though be is of course a professional, Burckhardt be
haves toward history like an amateur who follows his inclina
tions. But he does so because the professional in him is deeply 
convinced that history is no science. The "archdilettante," as 
Burckhardt calls himself in a letter,38 would seem to be the only 
type who can deal adequately with it. One knows of amateurs 
who tum into professionals; here a professional insists on re
maining an amateur for the sake of his particular subject matter. 

Nor does he ever feel the slightest inhibition to pass value 
judgments on individuals and events. And as an amateur, 
Burckhardt is not only historical-minded but also profoundly 
humane. He never forgets the individual and his suffering in the 
course of events. He never hints of the blessings in the wake of 
despotic rulers without mentioning that the crimes they commit
ted in order to seize and solidify power can under no circum
stances be justified. His humaneness is palpably grounded in 
theology. But while being a Christian he is also moulded by his 
classical heritage: hence his constant wavering between com
passion for the defeated and admiration of world-historical 
deeds. 

Time. Burckhardt's ambiguity with regard to chronology and his 
conception of the period have been discussed already. His sensi
tiveness for the dialectics between chronological time and the 
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time shapes that thread history, his inclination to deal with 
meaningful patterns of events instead of exploring their chronol
ogy, and his sense of the incoherence of any period were re
ferred to in those contexts. 0 It remains to point to his wavering 
between antiquarian and present interest. Although Burck
hardt's declared intention is to relate only what "interests" him, 
he does not believe our conceptions of the past to be one-sidedly 
conditioned by our present needs. Burckhardt's achievement as 
a historian illustrates that the fact that everyone views the world 
from his present condition does not imply that his outlook is 
fully determined by the present world situation. Not all his con
cern for the past can be derived from contemporary apprehen
sions or despair at the catastrophies he foresees but he is driven 
to certain sections of the past also because he as a present per
son embraces the past for its own sake. "Anyway one should be 
capable," be says, "to turn temporarily completely away from in
terests to knowledge, because it is knowledge; especially what is 
historical one must be able to contemplate even though it may 
have no direct relation to our faring well or ill; and if it has such 
a relation, one yet should be able to look upon it objectively." 39 
In a measure, his present concerns are identical with a compas
sionate urge to uncover lost causes in history. He not only views 
the past in the light of the present but turns to the present from 
a primary involvement in the past. 

The general and the particular. Burckhardt no doubt endorses 
"absolutes" -e.g., his image of man and his belief in man's un
changeability; his ( apparently somewhat philistine) worship of 
normalcy manifest in his writings on art with their bias in favor 
of Raphael as against Michelangelo's superhuman grandeur; 40 
and not least his express effort to uphold the consciousness of 

0 See Chapter 6, pages 150-s:z. and 155, and Chapter 7, page 186. 
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(cultural) continuity, referred to below. But these standing 
motifs go together with a characterization of concrete events and 
figures as phenomena in their own right. His descriptions and 
profiles do not just illustrate his general views; rather, they often 
relate obliquely to them. In his introduction to a course of lec
tures on the time of the Thirty Years War which he gave in 
Basel in 1848, Burckhardt, as Kaegi relates, denied that the 
whole of that time could be rendered by one single term of 
great generality. ( Kaegi supposes that Counter Reformation 
was the term Burckhardt had in mind at this occasion.) "Here it 
would be wrong to want to prove with utter precision and per
haps to comprise everything by one word," he said, " . . .  The 
character and essence of the European mind wants to be 
touched at a thousand ends at a time." 41 The general and the 
particular here exist side by side in a way which would call for 
close analysis. 

While explicitly repudiating universal history, Burckhardt 
nevertheless feels attracted by it. He deprecates "world
historical perspectives" c and speaks of the need of "being 
absolved from mere narration, which should be replaced by 
manuals." �a Instead of a systematic approach, which he detests, 
he favors single observations of interest, cross sections, etc., as 
revealing "that which repeats itself, the constant and typical," 
which is "something which strikes a chord in us and which we 
understand."" Yet it seems that Burckhardt exempts general 
cultural histories, which in a particular way relate to the 
present, from his verdict on universal history. He in fact de
scribes as his guiding idea "the movement of culture, the succes
sion of levels of human formation both as it appears connected 
with the different peoples and nations and within the individual 
people or nation." To which he adds, as if by afterthought, that 
"Actually, one should especially emphasize those facts from 
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which threads reach into our own time and form of human

'ty " 4:! 1 • 
Burckhardt's dealings with philosophy and theology testify to 

the same ambiguity or "fear of the fixed" (in which he resembles 
Erasmus). Of philosophy of history, he remarks: "'t is a centaur, 
a contradiction in terms; for history is co-ordinating and hence 
non-philosophy, philosophy subordinating and hence non
history." 46 And of Hegel in particular he says that "This brisk 
anticipation of a world plan leads to errors because it starts out 
from incorrect premises-as we are not privy to and do not 
know the purposes of eternal wisdom." 47 Yet, in spite of these 
misgivings, he cannot help philosophizing a la Hegel on occa
sion 48 and recognizes a relationship to Hegel, as in a passage 
noted by Wind: "All the same, we are deeply indebted to the 
centaur, and it is a pleasure to come across him now and then 
on the fringe of the forest of historical study." 49 

A like ambiguity as toward the philosophy of history obtains 
with respect to theology. Even though he rejects theology, 
Burckhardt sometimes indulges in outright absurd teleological 
speculations, going so far as to invoke providence. 

The obfective. Only now am I in a position to approach my final 
objective-a redefinition, and rehabilitation, of certain modes of 
thinking peculiar to historians. Not to them alone. Their ways of 
arguing and reflecting prevail throughout the area into which 
history falls-an area which borders on the world of daily life
the Lebenswelt-and extends to the confines of philosophy 
proper. In it, which has all the traits of an intermediary area, we 
usually concentrate not so much on the last things as on the last 
before the last. 
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I speak of rehabilitation within this context because the cate
gories which assume so vital a function in the area of history 
have long since been overshadowed by the impact of the philo
sophical tradition. From the philosopher's point of view, as I 

have tried to show in the opening sections of this chapter, this in
between area must be characlerized as an_anteroom. The state
ments made in it have not the kind of truth-value virtually in
herent in philosophical statements. They lag behind them in 
terms of comprehensiveness; nor do they even aspire to the lat
ter's binding power and range of validity. On the other hand 
�os� historians feel uneasy about philosophy's claim to superio; 
significance. The philosopher's approach, they feel, obscures the 
autonomous meaning and the legitimacy of their own endeav
ors. 

In conjunction with my criticism of the concept of historicity, 
my argument concerning the nonhomogeneous structure of the 
intellectual universe can profitably be used for an adequate ap
praisal of typical anteroom modes of thought. To summarize the 
implications of this argument, philosophical truths do not fully 
cover the particulars logically subsumable under them. Their 
high gene

_
rali� n�twithstanding, they are limited in scope. So 

the
. 

pecuhar s1gnificance and dignity to which they attain at 
therr �w� level does not necessarily impinge on the significance 
and digmty of many a less general view or judgment. 

Matters of degree .. Since, like the two aspects of time, the gen
eral and the particular are co-existent, hanging together in a 
�anner difficult to make out, it becomes possible to upgrade the 
1mportance of differences in degree; as, for example, the degree 
�f �nga�e�ent which I stressed as decisive for differentiating 
enstential and true histories in Chapter 3·" The philosopher is 

0 See pages 73-74. 
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likely to neglect these differences in differentiations which con
cern general principles rather than the phenomena seemingly 
encompassed by them. Once Croce and Collingwood have 
stated the undeniable truth that fact-finding involves interpreta
tion and that, in consequence, pure facts are inaccessible to the 
historian, they believe to have said all there is to it. 0 So, with 
them, the factual evaporates. But they are only right on 
principle-which does not mean everything. What actually 
counts in this respect is the degree to which a historian is able to 
efface his self in his contacts with the given data. In defending 
Dutch historiography against the German approach of the time, 
Huizinga remarks that the German historian will often blame 
the Dutch for never following a problem up to its logical end. 
"Especially he will keenly feel the lack of clear-cut conclusions 
suitable for schematization." Huizinga, who naturally sides with 
Dutch laxity, explains this seeming shortcoming from the urge 
"of apprehending things not so much by schematic abstract con
cepts, but rather by an envisioning of them." Go And comment
ing on Michelet's "L'histoire c'est une resurrection" and Taine's 
"L'histoire c'est a peu pres voir les hommes d'autrefois" he says 
that what matters is the a peu pres, the "more or less." It is a 
resurrection, he says, that "takes places in the sphere of the 
dream, a seeing of intangible figures, a hearing of half
understood words." 51 Taken with Huizinga's rehabilitation of 
the antiquarian interest in the same context,11z this is one of the 
best definitions I have come across so far of the historians break
through into the realm of ideas. It shows Huizinga's awareness 
that his ideas transcend subjectivity even though they grow out 
of it, and thus disposes, at one stroke, of the quarrel about the 
share of subjectivity in the historian's knowledge. Indeed, a 
stopping mid-way may be ultimate wisdom in the anteroom. 

" See Chapter 3, pages 63-64. 
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Hence throughout this book my concern with shades and ap
proximations. In a similar sense, I have argued in my article, 
"The Challenge of Qualitative Content Analysis," 53 that the 
pseudo-scientific methodological strictness in which our social 
scientists indulge often proves less adequate to their particular 
subject-matter than the "impressionist" approach decried by 
them. Accuracy in the approximate is apt to exceed statistical 
elaborations in precision. 

The nameless. Because of their generality and concomitant ab
stractness, philosophical truths tend to assume a radical charac
ter. They favor either-or decisions, develop a penchant for ex
clusiveness, and have a way of freezing into dogmas. Different 
philosophical doctrines resist attempts at mediation, just as a 
party championing some idea splits into two or more groups
which then oppose each other-once the different aspects of the 
common idea begin to assert themselves at the expense of the 
affinity which kept them together.64 There seems nothing of 
consequence to be left in the interstices between these truths. Or 
rather, under the spell of the traditional belief in the all
encompassing significance of the high abstractions all that is left 
there is from the outset disparaged as eclectic syncretism, a 
compromise of a sort. (Was not Erasmus called a compromiser 
because of his wavering between Church dogma and Reforma
tion?) This threatens to overshadow, or to cast unfounded sus
picions on, potential truths whose only resemblance to bad com
promises consists in their location in the gaps that separate from 
each other, say, Marx and the early socialists, planned economy 
and the economy of the "invisible hand," or whatever sharp
edged propositions may capture our imagination. The source of 

the hasty disparagement of such truths is the deep-rooted confi
dence in the unlimited range of the general. But this confidence 
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is unjustified; the insight into the nonhomogeneous structure of 
the intellectual universe disposes of it. With acceptance of this 
insight the ground is prepared for a theoretical acknowledgment 
of the nameless possibilities that may be assumed to exist, and 
to wait for recognition, in the interstices of the extant doctrines 
of high generality. 

How take cognizance of these hidden possibilities? Certainly 
not by trying to deduce them from those doctrines; any such at
tempt might indeed result in a compromise. Yet if the truths in 
the interstices cannot be won by way of deduction from an 
established conception or principle, they may well arise out of 
absorption in configurations of particulars. "If, however, this 
consciousness which . . .  grew self-sufficient at some time 
comes to doubt itself," says Blumenberg in his "Melanchthons 
Einspruch gegen Kopernikus," "then there appear, from out of 
the darkness in which history keeps those who failed, the con
tourless figures of those who contradicted; and even the small
minded, inflexible character who did not want to look through 
Galileo's telescope to see the forbidden sight of the moons of 
Jupiter may find late vindication by an eminent scholar's saying 
of him that to applaud him is by no means impossible for a rea
sonable being." 55 I have pointed out on earlier occasions that 
the general views emerging from a historical micro study need 
not be identical with those underlying a corresponding large
scale history. 0 In other words, if A moves from "above" to "be
low" and B in the reverse direction, the two will not necessarily 
meet somewhere in between or land at each other's starting 
point. An example is to be found in Marx, who, in his Pariser 
Commune, does not confine himself to a general definition of 
the petty bourgeoisie on which he then bases his whole analysis, 
but tries to characterize the petit bourgeois of the period inde-

" See Chapter 5, pages 126-27. 
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pendently of, and beyond, the general theoretical concept. Pro· 
cedures of this kind you often find in remote places of his writ· 
ings.56 Hence, too, Kafka's "strange mixture of hopelessness and 
a constructive will which did not in his case cancel each other 
out but by their wrestling with ea-ch other were driven to rise 
to inlinitely complicated expressions" (Brod).'r>7 The difficulty of 
deducing the truths in the interstices from the high·level 
statements, principles, or doctrines under whose rule they 
fall does not imply that they were sheer mirages. Some
times that which is buried under an imposing either-or may 
shine forth from a casual aper9u, written at the margin of a 
close-up. 

Sancho Panza. The "side-by·side" principle I have proposed 
here would then apply to the relations between the timeless and 
the temporal as well as to those of the general and the particu· 
lar. What does this imply for historians and other inveterate 
anteroom dwellers? It requires them to acknowledge the possi
ble significance of philosophical truths with their claim to objec
tive validity (which precludes Heidegger and his existentialist 
aftercrop) and at the same time to be aware of their limitations 
in terms of absoluteness and controlling power (which pre
cludes any definite ontological position). Ambiguity is cif the 
essence in this intermediary area. A constant effort is needed on 
the part of those inhabiting it to meet the conflicting necessities 
with which they are faced at every turn of the road. They find 
themselves in a precarious situation which even invites them to 
gamble with absolutes, all kinds of quixotic ideas about uni· 
versal truth. These peculiar preoccupations call forth specific at
titudes, one of which appears to be particularly fitting because it 
breathes a true anteroom spirit. It takes on shape in a letter 
which Burckhardt wrote to Nietzsche about the latter's Ver-
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mischte Meinungen und Sprueche. As condensed by Loewitb, 
Burckhardt's letter includes the following passage: "As an 'in
dolent pilgrim,' he never penetrated, as is known, into the very 
temple of thought but all his life was content to entertain him
self in the courts and halls of the Peribolos, being content to 
think in images; with a 'mixture of fear and pleasure' he there· 
fore watched, where he dared not follow, how surely Nietzsche 
treaded on 'dizzying cliffs', trying to see in his imagination the 
things he might perceive deep down below and in the far dis
tance." GB On another occasion he calls philosophy of history "a 
sort of pastime." �9 Indeed the simple man in us would be lost 
in boredom and dreariness were it not for the queer and unveri· 
fiable speculations which he cannot help pondering on and on. 
There is something of an Epicurean about Burckhardt-of a 
Sancho Panza who calls to mind the image which Kafka draws 
of this memorable plain figure: "Without making any boast of it 
Sancho Panza succeeded in the course of years, by devouring a 
great number of romances of chivalry and adventure in the eve
ning and night hours, in so diver ting from him his demon, 
whom he later called Don Quixote, that his demon thereupon 
set out in perfect freedom on the maddest exploits, which, how
ever, for the lack of a preordained object, which should have 
been Sancho Panza himself, harmed nobody. A free man, 
Sancho Panza philosophically followed Don Quixote on his cru· 
sades, perhaps out of a sense of responsibility, and had of them 
a great and edifying entertainment to the end . . .  "' eo  The defi
nition which Kafka here gives of Sancho Panza as a free man 

has a Utopian character. It points to a Utopia of the in·between 
-a terra incognita in the hollows between the lands we know. 



In Lieu of Epilogue 
(From Notes of the Author) 

Focus on the "genuine" hidden in the interstices between dog
matized beliefs of the world, thus establishing tradition of lost 
causes; giving names to the hitherto unnamed. 

. . . But as soon as a man with originality comes along, 
and consequently does not say: one must take the world as 
it is, but saying: whatever the world may be, I remain true 
to a simplicity which I do not intend to change according 
to the good pleasure of the world; the moment that word 
is heard, there is as it were a transformation in the whole 
of existence, as in the fairy story-when the word is said 
the magic castle, which has been under a spell for a hun
dred years, opens again and everything comes to life: in 
the same way existence becomes all eyes. The Angels grow 
busy, look about with curiosity to see what is going to hap
pen, for that is what interests them. On the other side: 
dark and sinister demons who have sat idle for a long 
while gnawing their fingers-jump up, stretch their limbs: 
for, they say, "this is something for us." . . ,61 

(Concerning: Genuineness) 
Kafka quoting Kierkegaard (Brod, Kafka, 18of., 1963) 
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a long time at the threshold of historical consciousness; namely, 
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world monarchies are desirable institutions, but whether the 
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tion by the Teutons." (Quoted after Burckhardt, Force and 
Freedom, Boston, 1964, p. 175.) 

49· Quoted from Wind, op. cit., p. 109. 
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56. Private communication by Alfred Sclunidt. 
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Translation quoted from Kafka, Parables and Paradoxes, New 
York (a Schocken-Paperback), 1966, p. 179. 

61. An English translation of Kierkegaard's passage was inserted 
from The Journals of Kierkegaard, ed. by Alexander Dru, New 
York, 1959 (a Harper Torchbook),  p. 247, except for two small 
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