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PREFACE 

This analysis of the deep structure of the historical i111agina tion is preceded 
by a Inethodological Introduction. Here I try to set forth, explicitly and in 
a systclnatic \vay, the interpretative principles on which the work is based. 
-While reading the classics of nineteenth-century European historical thought, 
it becanlc obvious to lYle that to consider then1 as representative fOrlTIS of 
historical reflection required a fornla} theory of the historical work. I have 
tried to present snch a theory in the Introduction. 

In this theory I treat the historical vvork as what it Bl0St nlanifestly is: a 
verbal strncture in the forll1 of a narrative prose discourse. Histories (and 
philosophies of history as well) CODlbine a certain amount of "data," theo
retical concepts for "explaining" these data, and a narrative structure for 
their presentation as an icon of sets of events presunled to have occurred in 
times past. In addition, I maintain, they contain a deep structural content 
which is generally poetic, and specifically linguistic, in nature, and which 
serves as the precritically accepted paradignl of what a distinctively "histori
cal" explanation should be. rrhis paradignl functions as the "n1etahistorical" 
clelnen t in all historical works that are ll10re cOlTIprehensive in scope than 
the nl0nograph or archival report. 

rrhe terlninology I have used to characterize the different levels on \vhich 
a historical account unfolds and to construct a typology of historiographical 

IX 



x PREFACE 

styles may prove lllystifying. But I have tried first to identify the Dlanifest
epistenlo1ogical, aesthetic, and moral-dimensions of the historical work and 
then to penetrate to the deeper level on which these theoretical operations 
found their implicit, precritical sanctions. Unlike other analysts of historical 
writing, I do not consider the "metahistorical" understructure of the his
torical "vork to consist of the theoretical concepts explicitly used by the 
historian to give to his narratives the aspect of an "explanation." I believe 
that such concepts c0I11prise the nlanifest level of the work inasllluch as they 
appear on the "surface" of the text and can usually be identified with 
relative ease. But I distinguish anlong three kinds of strategy that can be 
used by historians to gain different kinds of "explanatory affect." leall these 
different strategies explanation by formal argument, explanation by emplot
ll1ent, and explanation by ideological inlplication. \Xlithin each of these differ
ent strategies I identify four possible lllodes of articulation by \vhich the 
historian can gain an explanatory affect of a specific kind. For arguments 
there are the n10des of Formislll, Organicisnl, Mechanism, and Contextual
isnl; for emplotnlents there are the archetypes of Romance, COlnedy, 1'rag
edy, and Satire; and for ideological implication there are the tactics of 
Anarchism, Conservatislll, Radicalislll, and Liberalism. A specific conlbina
tion of lTIodes con1prises "vhat I can the historiographical "style" of a particu
lar historian or philosopher of history. I have sought to explicate this style 
in Iny studies of IVlichelet, Ranke, Tocqueville, and Burckhardt aIllong the 
historians, and of Hegel, Nlarx, Nietzsche, and Croce an10ng the philosophers 
of history, of nineteenth-century Europe. 

In order to relate these different styles to one another as elements of a sin .. 
gle tradition of historical thinking, I have been forced to postulate a deep 
level of consciousness on \vhich a historical thinker chooses conceptual stra te
gies by \\lhich to explain or represent his data. On this level, I believe, the 
historian performs an essentially poetic act, in which he prefigures the his
torical field and constitutes it as a domain upon which to bring to bear the 
specific theories he "vin use to explain 44what was really happening" in it. 
This act of prefiguration may, in turn, take a number of forms, the types of 
which are characterizable by the linguistic modes in which they are cast. 
Follo\ving a tradition of interpretation as old as Aristotle, but more recently 
developed by Vico, modern linguists, and literary theorists, I call these types 
of prefiguration by the nanles of the four tropes of poetic language: Meta
phor, lVletonymy, Synecdoche, and Irony. Since this terminology will in all 
probability be alien to many of my readers, I have explained in the Introduc
tion \vhy I have used it and what I mean by its categories. 

One of nly principal ain1s, over and above that of identifying and inter
preting the main forms of historical consciousness in nineteenth-century 
Europe, has been to establish the uniquely poetic elements in historiography 
and philosophy of history in whatever age they were practiced. It is often 
said that history is a nlixture of science and art. But, while recent analytical 
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philosophers have succeeded in clarifying the extent to V\Thich history 111ay be 
regarded as a kind of science, very little attention has been given to its artistic 
cOlnponents. 1'hrough the disclosure of the linguistic ground on which a 
given idea of history \vas constituted, I have attc111pted to establish the 
ineluctably poetic nature of the historical work and to specify the prefigura
tive ele111ent in a historical account by which its theoretical concepts \vere 
taci tly sanctioned. 

Thus I have postulated four principal 1110dcs of historical consciollsness on 
the basis of the prefigllra tive (tropological) strategy \vhich inforn1s each of 
then1: JVletaphor, Synecdoche, :MetonynlY, and Irony. Each of these I1l0des 
of consciousness provides the basis for a distinctive linguistic protocol by 
which to prefigure the historical field and on the basis of \vhich specific 
strategies of historical interpretation can be elnployed for uexplaining" it. I 
contend that the recognized 11lastcrs of nineteenth-century historical thinking 
can be understood, and that their relations to one another as participants 
in a C01111110n tradition of inquiry can be established, by the explication of 
the different tropological lllodes which underlie and infornl their vvork. In 
short, it is IHy view that the dOl1linant tropological lllode and its attendant 
linguistic protocol cOlllprise the irreducibly "n1etahistorical" basis of every 
historical \vork. And I rnaintain that this 111etahistorical ele111ent in the works 
of the Illaster historians of the nineteenth century constitutes the "philoso~ 
phies of history" which i111plicitly sustain their \vorks and without which they 
could not have produced the kinds of \\1orks they did. 

F
1

inally, I have tried to sho\v that the vvorks of the principal philosophers of 
history of the nineteenth century (flegel, JVlarx, Nietzsche, and Croce) differ 
fro111 those of their counterparts in \vhat is S0111ctinles called "proper history" 
(Michelet, IZanke, 'rocqucville, and Burckhardt) only in cnlphasis, not in 
content. vVhat rCIl1ains illlplicit in the historians is sinlply brought to the 
surface and systcll1atically defended in the vvorks of the great philosophers of 
history. It is no accident that the principal philosophers of history vvere also 
(or have lately becn discovered to have been) quintessentially philosophers 
of language. That is 'vhy they \vere able to grasp, 1110re or less self-con
sciously, the poetic, or at least linguistic, grounds on which the putatively 
Hscientific" theories of nineteenth-century historiography had their origins. 
Of course, these philosophers sought to exenlpt themselves fron1 the charges 
of linguistic deternlinislll with which they charged their opponents. But it is 
undeniable, ill I11Y vievv, that all of theln understood the essential point I 
have tried to lllake: that, in any field of study not yet reduced (or elevated) 
to the status of a genuine science, thought re111ains the captive of the 
linguistic nlode in which it seeks to grasp the outline of objects inhabiting 
its field of perception. 

I J1IC general conclusions I have dra\vn £r0111 Iny study of nineteenth-cen
tury historical consciousness can be sUll1111arizcd as follo\vs: (1) there can be 
no "proper history" vvhich is not at the Sal1le tinle aphilosophy of history"; 
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(2) the possible lTIodes of historiography are the same as the possible n10des 
of speculative philosophy of history; (3) these modes, in turn, are in reality 
formalizations of poetic insights that analytically precede them and that 
sanction the particular theories used to give historical accounts the aspect of 
an "explanation"; (4) there are no apodictically certain theoretical grounds 
on vvhich one can legitiI11ately claim an authority for anyone of the modes 
over the others as being n10re "realistic"; (5) as a consequence of this, we 
are indentured to a choice anlong contending interpretative strategies in any 
effort to reflect on history-in-general; (6) as a corollary of this, the best 
grounds for choosing one perspective on history rather than another are 
ultinlately aesthetic or Illoral rather than epistelllological; and, finally, (7) 
the de111and for the scientization of history represents only the staten1ent of 
a preference for a specific modality of historical conceptualization, the 
grounds of which are either illoral or aesthetic, but the epistemological 
justification of which still remains to be established. 

In presenting n1y analyses of the works of the master historical thinkers of 
the nineteenth century in the order in which they appear, I have tried to 
suggest that their thought represents the working out of the possibilities of 
tropological prefiguration of the historical field contained in poetic language 
in gGneral. The actual elaboration of these possibilities is, in my view, what 
plunged European historical thinking into the Ironic condition of n1ind 
\vhich seized it at the end of the nineteenth century and which is son1etimes 
called "the crisis of historicislll." The Irony of which this ucrisis" was the 
phenomenal forn1 has continued to flourish as the dominant mode of profes
sional historiography, as cultivated in the academy, ever since. This, I believe, 
is ""hat accounts both for the theoretical torpor of the best representatives of 
luodern acadenlic historiography and for those numerous rebellions against 
historical consciousness in general which have marked the literature, social 
science, and philosophy of the t"ventieth century. It is hoped that the present 
study will clarify the reasons for this torpor on the one hand and for those 
rebellions on the other. 

It may not go unnoticed that this book is itself cast in an Ironic lllode. 
But the Irony which inforn1s it is a conscious one, and it therefore represents 
a turning of the Ironic consciousness against Irony itself. If it succeeds in 
establishing that the skepticislll and pessimisITI of so lTIuch of conten1porary 
historical thinking have their origins in an Ironic frame of mind, and that 
this fralne of n1ind in turn is nlerely one of a nunlber of possible postures 
that one 111ay assume before the historical record, it \vill have provided some 
of the grounds for a rejection of Irony itself. And the way will have been 
partially cleared for the reconstitution of history as a form of intellectual 
activity yvhich is at once poetic, scientific, and philosophical in its concerns
as it was during history's golden age in the nineteenth century. 
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INTRC)DUC1~ION : 

THE POETICS OF HISTORY 

1'his book is a history of historical consciousness in nineteen th-cen tury E nr
ope, but it is also 111Cant to contribute to the current discllssion of the proble1n. 
of historical l(nowlecige. As such, it represents both an account of the devel
oprnent of historical thinking during a specific period of its evolution and a 
general theory of the structure of that 11lode of though t which is called 
·'historical." 

·What does it 111Can to "thinl~ historically, and vvhat are the unique character
istics of a specifically historical lnethod of inquiry? These questions were 
debated throughout the nineteenth century by historians, philosophers, and 
social theorists, but usually within the context of the assll111ption that unanl
biguous answers could be provided for theln. "History" \vas considered to be 
a specific rnode of existence, "historical consciousness" a distinctive 11l0de of 
thought, and "historical knowledge" an auton01110llS dornain in the spec
trulll of the hurnan and physical sciences. 

In the twentieth century, hovvever, considerations of these questions have 
been undertaken in a SOllle\vhat less self-confident l1lood and in the face of 
an apprehension that definitive answers to thenl I11ay not be possible. Con
tinental European thinkers~fronl Valery and Heidegger to Sartre, Levi
Strauss, and Michel Foucault-have cast serious doubts on the value of a 
specifically "historical" consciousness, stressed the fictive character of histori-

1 



2 METAHISTORY 

cal reconstructions, and challenged history's clain1s to a place among the 
sciences. i At the sanle tilne, Anglo-American philosophers have produced a 
massive body of literature on the epistemological status and cultural function 
of historical thinking, a literature \vhich, taken as a whole, justifies serious 
doubts about history's status as either a rigorous science or a genuine art.2 
'rhe effect of these two lines of inquiry has been to create the impression 
that the historical consciousness on which Western luaD has prided himself 
since the beginning of the nineteenth century may be little IllDre than a 
theoretical basis for the ideological position from which Western civilization 
vicvvs its relationship not only to cultures and civilizations preceding it but 
also to those contenlporary vvith it in time and contiguous with it in space.3 

In short, it is possible to vievv historical consciousness as a specifically West
ern prejudice by which the presulned superiority of modern, industrial soci
ety can be retroactively substantiated. 

rvly own analysis of the deep structure of the historical imagination of 
ninetecnth-century Europe is intended to provide a new perspective on the 
current debate over the nature and function of historical knowledge. It pro
ceeds on hvo levels of inquiry. It seeks to analyze, first, the works of the 
recognized 11lasters of nineteenth-century European historiography and, sec
ond, the vvorks of the forenlost philosophers of history of that same period. 
A general purpose is to deternline the faITIily characteristics of the different 
conceptions of the historical process vvhich actually appear in the works of the 
classic narrators. Another ainl is to determine the different possible theories 
by which historical thinking \vas justified by the philosophers of history of 
that tinlc. In order to realize these ainls, I \vill consider the historical work 
as vvhat it Illost 111anifestly is-that is to say, a verbal structure in the form of 
a narrative prose discourse that purports to be a lTIodel, or icon, of past 
structures and processes in the interest of explaining vvhat they were by 
relJresenting thenl.4 

1 See n1y "The Burden of I-listory," History and Theory, 5, no. 2 (1966): 111-34, for 
a discussion of the grounds of this revolt against historical consciousness. For the more 
recent n1anifestations, see Claude Levi~Strauss, The Savage Mind (London, 1966), pp. 
257-62; and ideln, HOverture to le Cru et 1e cuit," in Structuralism, ed. Jacques Ehrmann 
(Ne\v York, 1966), pp. 47-48. T\vo \vorks by Michel Foucault also nlay be consulted: The 
Order of Things: An Archeology of the Hll111an Sciences ( N'e-w York, 1971), pp. 259f1.; 
and L' Archeologie du savoir (Paris, 1969), pp. 264ff. 

2 The substance of this debate has been ably slllnmarized by Louis O. Mink, "Philo
sophical .. Analysis and Historical Understanding," Review of ~1eta/Jhysics, 21, no. 4 (June, 
1968): 667~98. rv10st of the positions taken by the lnain participants in the debate are 
represented in ",lillianl !-1. Dray, ed., Philosophical Analysis and History (New York, 
1966 ) . 

3 See Foucault, The Order of Things, pp. 367-73. 
4 II ere,. of course, I verge upon consideration of the lllost vexed problem in modern 

( Western) literary criticisIT1, the problenl of "realistic" literary representation. For a discus
sion of this problen1, see Rene vVel1ek, Concepts of Criticism (New Haven and London, 
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My Dlethod, in short, is forulalist. I will not try to decide whether a given 
historian's work is a better, or more correct, account of a specific set of 
events or segnlent of the historical process than S0111e other historian's 

1963), pp. 221~55. In general, 111y own approach to the problem, as it appears within the 
context of historiography, follows the example of Erich Auerbach, Mimesis: The Repre
sentation of Reality in Western Literature (Princeton, 1968). rrhe whole question of the 
"fictive" representation of Ureality" has been handled profoundly, with special reference to 
the visual arts, in E. 1-1. GOlnbrich, Art (2nd Illusion: A Study in the Psychology of Pic
torial Representation (London and N"ew York, 1960). Combrich hinlself finds the origin 
of pictorial realisIll in Western art in the effort of Greek artists to translate into visual 
tenns the narrative techniques of epic, tragic, and historical writers. Chapter 4 of Art and 
Illusion, on the differences hetween the conceptual overdetermination of mythically ori
ented l~ear Eastern art and the narrative, antilnythical art of the Greeks, can be profitably 
cOlnpared vvith the fan10us opening chapter of Auerbach's Mimesis, which juxtaposes the 
styles of narrative to he found in the Pentateuch and I-lamer. Needless to say, the two 
analyses of the career of "realisIn" in Western art offered by Auerbach and Gotubrich 
differ considerably. Auerbach's study is Hegelian throughout and Apocalyptic in tone, while 
GOlnbrich works within the Neo-Positivist (and anti-I-Iegelian) tradition represented n10st 
prorninently by Karl Popper. But the two works address a COID1110n problenl-that is, the 
nature of !'realistic" representation, which is the problen1 for modern historiography. 
Neither, however, takes up analysis of the crucial concept of historical representation, even 
though both take what ll1ight be called "the historical sense" as a central aspect of 
"realiSI11" in the arts. I have, in a sense, reversed their formulation. l'hey ask: what are 
the "historical" con1ponents of a "realistic" art? I ask: what are the "artistic" elements of 
a "realistic" historiography? In seeking to answer the latter question, I have depended 
heavily on two literary theorists whose works represent virtual philosophical systeIlls: 
Northrop Frye, The i\.natorny of Criticisln: Four Essays (Princeton, 1957); and Kenneth 
Burke, A C;rctrnnldr of Motives (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1969), I have also profited £r0111 
a reading of the French Structuralist critics: Lucien Goldn1ann, Roland Barthes, Michel 
FOllcault, and Jacques Derrida. I should like to stress, however, that I regard the latter as 
being, in general, captives of tropological strategies of interpretation in the san1e way that 
their nineteenth,·century counterparts were. Foucault, for exau1plc, does not seClll to be 
aware that the categories he uses for analyzing the history of the human sciences are little 
ll10re than fornlalizations of the tropes. I have pointed this out in n1y essay, uFoucault 
Decoded: r~otes £r0111 Underground," History and T'heory, 12 no. 1 (1973): 23-54. 

In 111Y vievv, the vvhole discussion of the nature of "realislll" in literature flounders in the 
failure to assess critically what a genuinely "historical" conception of "reality" consists of. 
T'he usual tactic is to set the "historical" over against the "lnythical," as if the former 
were genuinely ern{Jirical and the latter were nothing but conceptual, and then to locate 
the realm of the "fictive" between the two poles. Literature is then viewed as being lllore 
or less realistic, depending upon the ratio of c111pirical to conceptual clen1ents contained 
\vithin it. Such, for exaluple, is the tactic of Frye, as well as of Auerbach and Gornbrich, 
although it should be noted that Frye has at least conned the problem in a suggestive essay, 
"l'l'c\v Directions hOUl Old," in Fables of Identity (New York, 1963), which deals with 
the relations among history~ Blyth, and philosophy of history. Of the philosophers who 
have dealt with the "'fictive" elen1ent in historical narrative, I have found the following 
tl10st helpful: W. B. Gallie, Philosophy and the I-listorical Understanding (New York, 
1968); Arthur C~. Danto, Analytical Philosophy of History (Calnbridge, 1965); and Louis 
O. Mink, J~T'he Autonolny of I-listorical Understanding," in Philosophical Analysis and 
History, cd. Dray, esp. pp. 179-86. 
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account of then1; rather, I \vill seek to identify the structural components of 
those accounts. 

In Illy vie\v, this procedure justifies concentration on historians and phi
losophers of distinctively classic achievement, those who still serve as recog
nized models of possible ways of conceiving history: historians such as 
Michelet, Ranke, rrocqueville, and Burckhardt; and philosophers of history 
such as . Hegel, rvlarx, Nietzsche, and Croce. In the consideration of such 
thinkers, I \vill 11100t the issue of \vhich represents the most correct approach 
to historical study. rrheir status as possible models of historical representa
tion or conceptualization cloes not depend upon the nature of the "data" 
they used to support their generalizations or the theories they invoked to 
explain thenl; it depends rather upon the consistency, coherence, and illu
minative po\ver of their respective visions of the historical field. This is why 
they cannot be "refuted," or their generalizations "disconfirmed," either by 
appeal to neyY data that might be turned up in subsequent research or by 
the elaboration of a ne\v theory for interpreting the sets of events that 
comprise their objects of representation and analysis. Their status as models 
of historical narration and conceptualization depends, ultiIllately, on the 
preconceptual and specifically poetic nature of their perspectives on history 
and its processes.. All this I assunle as a justification of a fornlalist approach 
to the study of historical thinking in the nineteenth century. 

1'his being given, however, it is imnlediately apparent that the works pro
duced by these thinkers represent alternative, and seemingly mutually exclu
sive, conceptions both of the same segnlen ts of the historical process and of 
the tasks of historical thinking. Considered purely as verbal structures, the 
\vorks they produced appear to have radically different formal characteristics 
and to dispose the conceptual apparatus used to explain the sanle sets of 
data in func1aulentally different ways. On the most superficial level, for 
exanlple, the \vork of one historian may be diachronic or processionary in 
nature (stressing the fact of change and transformation in the historical 
process), while that of another nlay be synchronic and static in forIll (stress
ing the fact of structural continuity). Again, where one historian 111ay take it 
as his task to reinvoke, in a lyrical or poetic manner, the 44spirit" of a past 
age, another I11ay take it as his task to penetrate behind the events in order 
to disclose the "la\vs" or "principles" of yvhich a particular age's "spirit" is 
only a l1lanifestation or phenomenal form. Or, to note one other funda
mental difference, some historians conceive their work prinlarily as a contribu
tion to the illuI1lination of current social problenls and conflicts, while others 
are inclined to suppress such presentist concerns and to try to determine the 
extent to \vhich a given period of the past differs from their own, in what 
appears to be a predominantly "antiquarian" frame of mind. 

In SUll1, considered purely as forll1al verbal structures, the histories pro
duced by the 11laster historians of the nineteenth century display radically 
different conceptions of yvhat "the historical yvork" should consist of. In 
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order, therefore, to identify the fanlily characteristics of the different kinds 
of historical thinking produced by the nineteenth century, it is first necessary 
to Inake clear what the ideal-typical structure of the "historical work" n1ight 
consist of. Once sllch an ideal-typical structure has been worked out, I "vill 
have a criterion for deterlTlining which aspects of any given historical vvork or 
philosophy of history 111USt be considered in the effort to identify its unique 
structural elenlents. Then, by tracing transformations in the ways historical 
thinkers characterize those clcrnen ts and dispose thern in a specific narrative 
in order to gain an ucxplanatory affect," I should be able to chart the funda-
111cntal changes ill the deep structure of the historical i111agination for the 
period under study. This, in turn, will perlnit one to characterize the differ
ent historical thinkers 9£ the period in ternlS of their shared status as partici
pants in a distinctive universe of discourse within which different ('styles" 
of historical thinking were possible. 

~ r-rhe ]'heory of the I-lislorical Work 

I begin by distinguishing anlong the following levels of conceptualization in 
the historical "vork: (1) chronicle; ( 2) story; (3) Illode of enlplotment; 
(4) 1110de of argull1cnt; and (5) Blode of ideological inlplication. I take 

(,t 1 . -1" d u. t ", f"'" I • 1 .L'" 'I .,. t - . l C_1r0111C_e an _ S ory [0 re er to pnnl1tlVe e_crnenLS In t 1e rus otlCc1 

clccount, but both represent processes of selection and arrangeI11ent of data 
frol11 the unprocessed historical record in the interest of rendering that record 
Blore c0l11prehensiblc to an audience of a particular kind. As th llS conceived, 
the historical work represents an attelnpt to 11lediate arl10ng what I will call 
the historical fIeld, the unprocessed historical record, other historical accounts, 
and an audience. 

li1irst the clen1ents in the historical field are organized into a chronicle by 
the ~lrraI1gen1ent of the events to be dealt with in the tenlporal order of their 
occurrence; then the chronicle is organized into a story by the further arrange~ 
ll1ent of the events into the cOlnponents of a .:tspectacle" or process of hap~ 
pening, which is thought to possess a discernible beginning, llliddle, and end. 
T'his transfornzation of chronicle into story is effected by the characterization 

r , . 1 1 . 1 . r • I 'r r "h· . or sorne even IS 111 t_1e Cl1f0I11C_e In tern1S or Ina ugura I11obrs, or 0[- ers In 
tcrn1S of terlninating lllotifs, and of yet others in terIllS of transitional I11otifs. 
!\n event \vhich is SiITlply reported as having happened at a certain tilTIe and 
place is tranSfOr111Cd illto an inaugurating event by its characterization as 
such: u~l'he king vv'ent to v\lcstnlinster on J nIle 3, 1321. l~hcre the fateful. 
nlccting occurred hetvveen the king and the Inan who ,vas ultiluately to 
challen~;tc hirn for his throI1c~ though at the tin1e the t\VO Blen ~nl)lfJeared to o / LJ ~ 

be destined to becorl1c the best of friends .... " A transitional 1110tif, on the 
other hand, signals to the reader to hold his expectations about the signifi-
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cance of the events contained in it in abeyance until some terrninating Illotif 
has been provided: "While the king \vas journeying to Westminster, he was 
informed by his advisers that his enemies awaited him there, and that the 
prospects of a settlement advantageous to the crown were lueager." A 
terminating motif indicates the apparent end or resolution of a process or 
situation of tension: "On April 6, 1333, the Battle of Balybourne was fought. 
The forces of the king \vere victorious, the rebels routed. The resulting 
Treaty of Ho\vth Castle, June 7, 1333, brought peace to the realm-though 
it was to be an uneasy peace, consu111ed in the flames of religious strife seven 
years later." '\Then a given set of events has been motifically encoded, the 
reader has been provided \vith a story; the chronicle of events has been 
transfornled into a completed diachronic process, about which one can then 
ask questions as if he \vere dealing with a synchronic structure of relation
ships.5 

Historical stories trace the sequences of events that lead from inaugurations 
to (provisional) terminations of social and cultural processes in a way that 
chronicles are not required to do. Chronicles are, strictly speaking, open
ended. In principle they have no inaugurations; they simply "begin" when 
the chronicler starts recording events. And they have no culminations or 
resolutions; they can go on indefinitely. Stories, however, have a discernible 
form (even when that form is an image of a state of chaos) which marks off 
the events contained in them froIn the other events that might appear in a 
comprehensive chronicle of the years covered in their unfoldings. 

It is sometimes said that the ailll of the historian is to explain the past by 
"finding," "identifying," or ,t'uncovering" the "stories" that lie buried in 
chronicles; and that the difference bet\veen "history" and "fiction" resides 
in the fact that the historian "finds" his stories, whereas the fiction writer 
"invents" his. This conception of the historian's task, however, obscures the 

5 The distinctions anlong chronicle, story, and plot which I have tried to develop in this 
section filay have more value for the analysis of historical works than for the study of 
literary fictions. Unlike literary fictions, such as the novel, historical works are made up of 
events that exist outside the consciousness of the writer. The events reported in a novel 
can be invented in a way that they cannot be (or are not supposed to be) in a history. 
This makes it difficult to distinguish between the chronicle of events and the story being 
told in a literary fiction. In a sense, the Ustory" being told in a novel such as Mann's 
Bl1ddenbrooks is indistinguishable fronl the "chronicle" of events reported in the work, 
even though we can distinguish between the "chronicle-story" and the "plot" (which is 
that of an Ironic Tragedy). Unlike the novelist, the historian confronts a veritable chaos of 
events already constituted, out of which he nlust choose the elements of the story he would 
tell. He makes his story by including some events and excluding others, by stressing some 
and subordinating others. This process of exclusion, stress, and subordination is carried out 
in the interest of constituting a story of a particular kind. That is to say, he Hemplots" his 
story. On the distinction between story and plot, see the essays by Shklovsky, Eichenbaum, 
and TOll1achevsky, representatives of the Russian School of FOIl11alism, in Rl1ssian Formal
ist Criticism: Four Essays, ed. Lee 1', Lemon and Marion J. Reis (Lincoln, Neb., 1965); 
and Frye, AnatonlY, pp. 52-53, 78-84. 
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extent to which 4'invention" also plays a part in the historian's operations. 
The sanle event can serve as a different kind of elelnent of n1any different 
historical stories, depending on the role it is assigned in a specific motific 
characterization of the set to which it belongs. The death of the king lTIay 
be a beginning, an ending, or sil1lply a transitional event in three different 
stories. In the chronicle, this event is sinlply "there" as an elenlent of a 
series; it does not uful1ction" as a story elen1ent. The historian arranges the 
events in the chronicle into a hierarchy of significance by assigning events 
different functions as story elenlents in such a way as to disclose the formal 
coherence of a whole set of events considered as a comprehensible process 
with a discernible beginning, lllidc11e, and end. 

1'he arrangeI11en t of selected events of the chronicle into a story raises the 
kinds of questions the historian TI1USt anticipate and ans\ver in the course of 
constructing his narrative. '[hese questions are of the sort: ··Vvhat happened 
next?" "Ho,v did that happen?" "Why did things happen this way rather 
than that?" "lIo,,, did it all COl1le out in the end?" These questions deter
lnine the narrative tactics the historian ll1Ust use in the construction of his 
story_ But such questions about the connections between events which 1l1ake 
of them elernents in a followable story should be distinguished froIn ques
tions of another sort: "What does it all add up to?" "Wbat is the point of it 
all?" 'r11ese questions have to do \vith the structure of the entire set of events 
considered as a con1pleted story and call for a synoptic judgnlcnt of the rela
tionship between a given story and other stories that n1igh t be "found," 
"identified," or "uncovered" in the chronicle. l'hey can be answered in a 
nUI11ber of ways. I call these ways (1) explanation by emplotnlent, (2) 
explanation by argUI11ent, and (3) explanation by ideological in1plication. 

~-{j Explan(Ltion by Emplotn1ent 

Providing the ulneaning" of a story by identifying the ldnd of story that 
has been told is caned explanation by elnplotment. If, in the course of narrat ... 
ing his story, the historian provides it with the plot structure of a Tragedy, he 
has uexplained" it in one way; if he has structured it as a Con1edy, he has 
'4explained" it in another way. Enlplotment is the way by which a sequence 
of events fashioned into a story is gradually revealed to be a story of a particu
lar kind. 

Following the line indicated by Northrop Frye in his Anatolny of Criti~ 

CiS1Tt, I identify at least four different rnodes of enlplotlnent: ROI1lanCe, 
'Tragedy, Cornedy, and Satire. rrhere 111ay be others, such as the Epic, and a 
given historical account is likely to contain stories cast in one mode as 
aspects or phases of the whole set of stories en1plotted in another mode. But 
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a given historian is forced to enlplot the \vhole set of stories making up his 
narrative in one comprehensive or archetypal story fornl. For example, 
Michelet cast all of his histories in the ROlnantic mode, Ranke cast his in the 
Comic mode, Tocqueville used the Tragic mode, and Burckhardt used Satire. 
The Epic plot structure "vQuld appear to be the inlplicit fornl of chronicle 
itself. TIle important point is that every history, even the most "synchronic" 
or "structural" of thenl, \yill be clllplotted in SOllle vvay. The Satirical lllode 
provided the formal principles by \vhieh the supposedly "non-narrative" 
historiography of Burckhardt can be identified as a "story" of a particular 
sort. For, as Frye has shown, stories cast in the Ironic nlode, of which 
Satire is the fictional forn17 gain their effects precisely by frustrating norInaI 
expectations about the kinds of resolutions provided by stories cast in other 
Inodes (Romance, COlnedy, or Tragedy, as the case may be).6 

The ROlnance is func1an1entally a dralna of self-identification sYInbolized 
by the hero's transcendence of the vvorld of experience, his victory over it, 
and his final liberation froll1 it-the sort of drama associated \vith the Grail 

6 I an1 a\vare that, by using Frye's tcnninology and classification of plot structures, I 
thro\v lnyself open to criticisnl hy those literary theorists who either oppose his taxonomic 
efforts or have their o\vn taxonoTI1ics to offer in place of his. I do not wish to suggest that 
Frye's categories are the sole possible ones for classifying genres, modes, mythoi, and the 
like, in literature; but I have found thenl cspecially useful for the analysis of historical 
works. The principal criticism of Fryc's literary thcory seeIns to be that, while his method 
of analysis \vorks \vell enough on second-order literary genres, such as the fairy tale or the 
detective story, it is too rigid and abstract to do justice to such richly textured and 111Ulti
leveled \vorks as King Lear, The H.elnenlbrance of Things Past, or even Paradise Lost. This 
111ay be true; it probably is. But Frye's analysis of the principal fonns of rnythic and fabu
lous literature serves vcry wcll for the cxplication of the sin1ple fonns of eInplotment n1et 
with in such "restricted" art fonns as historiography. l-listorical "stories" tend to fall 
into the categories elaborated by Frye precisely because the historian is inclined to rcsist 
construction of the c0I11plex peripeteias \vhich arc the novelist's and drall1atist's stock in 
trade. Precisely because the historian is not (or c1ainls not to be) telling the story "for 
its O\V11 sake," he is inclined to c111plot his stories in the B10St conventional forn1s~as fairy 
tale or detective story on the one hand, as Romance, Comedy, Tragedy, or Satire on 
the other. 

It 111ay be recalled that the norma11y educated historian of the nineteenth century would 
have been raised on a staple of classical and Christian literature. The mythoi contained in 
this literature \vould have provided him \vith a fund of story forms on \vhich he cou1d have 
dra\vn for narrative purposes. It \vouid be a Inistake, however, to aSSUlne that even as 
subtle a historian as Tocquevil1e would be able to shape these story fOrIns to the kinds of 
purposes that a great poct, such as Racine or Shakespeare, would conceive. When his
torians like Burckhardt, ~vlarx, Michelet, and Ranke spoke of "Tragedy" or t'Comedy," 
they usually had a very sin1ple notion of vfhat these terms signify. It was different with 
I-Iege1, Nietzsche, and (to a lesser extent) C~roce. j\s aestheticians, these three philosophers 
had a l11uch rnore c0I11plex conception of genre, and wrote n111ch 1110re con1plex histories 
as a rcsult. Historians in general, hcnvcver critical they are of their sources, tend to be 
naive storytellers. For Frye's characterization of the basic plot structures, see Anatolny, 
pp. 158-238. On Frye, see Geoffrey Hartrnan, "Ghostlier Den1arcations: The Sweet 
Science of t~orthrop Frye," in Beyond Fonnalisnl: Literary Essays, 1958-1970 (New Haven 
and London, 197 1 ), pp. 24-41. 
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legend or the story of the resurrection of Christ in Christian Inythology. It 
is a dranla of the triumph of good over evil, of virtue over vice, of light over 
darkness, and of the ultin1ate transcendence of man over the world in which 
he was irnprisoned by the F'all. 'rhe archetypal thenle of Satire is the precise 
opposite of this lZonlantic dranla of redel11ptioll; it is, in fact, a dranla of 
direlnption, a dranla d01l1inated by the apprehension that Ulan is ultiIl1ately 
a captive of the vvorld rather than its 111aster, and by the recognition that, in 
the final analysis, hl1111an consciousness and win are always inadequate to the 
task of overco1l1ing definitively the dark force of death, \vhich is 11lan's 
llnrenlitting cnerny_ 

C0111cdy and 'I'ragedy, ho\vever, suggest the possibility of at least partial 
liberation froin the condition of the Fall and provisional release from the 
divided state in vvhich lllen find thenlselves in this world. But these provi
sional victories are conceived differently in the I11ythic archetypes of which 
the plot structures of COlnedy and Tragedy are sl1blinlated fOrlTIs. In Con1-
edy, hope is held out for the ternporary trilunph of Dlan over his world by the 
prospect of occasional reconciliations of the forces at play in the social and 
natural worlds. Such reconciliations are symbolized in the festive occasions 
which the C0111ic writer traditionally uses to terll1inate his dran1atic accounts 

.I 

of change and transforn1ation. In 'fragedy, there are no festive occasions, 
except false or illusory 011CS; rather, there are intilnations of states of division 
anlong lllen 1110re terrible than that \rvhich incited the tragic agon at the 
beginning of the dralna. Still, the fall of the protagonist and the shaking of 
the world he inhabits which occur at the end of the rrragic play are not 
regarded as totally threatening to those who survive the agonic test. There 
has been a gain in consciousness for the spectators of the contest. And this 
gain is thought to consist in the epiphany of the law governing human 
existence which the protagonist's exertions against the world have brought 
to pass. 

The reconciliations which occur at the end of C0111ecly are reconciliations 
of lllen with IllCll, of ll1en vvith their vvorld and their society; the condition of 
society is represented as being purer, saner, and healthier as a result of the 
conflict anlong seemingly inalterably opposed elenlents in the world; these 
elements are revealed to be, in the long run, harmonizable with one another, 
unified, at one with thelTIselvcs and the others. 1'he reconciliations that occur 
at the end of l'ragedy are 111uch lllore somber; they are more in the nature of 
resignations of lllen to the conditions under which they lllUSt labor in the 
world. These conditions, in turn, are asserted to be inalterable and eternal, 
and the inlplication is that Inan cannot change thelll but lllUSt work within 
thenl. 'I'hey set the liIl1its 011 what 111ay be aspired to and what Inay be 
legiti1l1ately ain1ed at in the quest for security and sanity in the world. 

Romance and Satire would appear to be nlutually exclusive ways of 
enlplotting the processes of reality. The very notion of a Ron1antic Satire 
represents a contradiction in terlllS. I can legitimately inlagine a Satirical 
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Romance, but what I would nlean by that term would be a form of repre
sentation intended to expose, from an Ironic standpoint, the fatuity of a 
ROlllantic conception of the world. On the other hand, however, I can speak 
of a Con1ic Satire and a Satirical Comedy, or of a Satirical Tragedy and a 
Tragic Satire. But here it should be noted that the relation between the genre 
(Tragedy or COlnedy) and the mode in which it is cast (Satirical) is differ
ent froln that which obtains between the genre of Romance and the modes 
(Con1ic and Tragic) in which it may be cast. Comedy and Tragedy represent 
qualifications of the Ronlantic apprehension of the world, considered as a 
process, in the interest of taking seriously the forces which oppose the effort 
at hunlan redel1lptiol1 naively held up as a possibility for nlankind in 
ROlnance. Comedy and Tragedy take conflict seriously, even if the former 
eventuates in a vision of the ultinlate reconciliation of opposed forces and 
the latter in a revelation of the nature of the forces opposing Ulan on the 
other. And it is possible for the ROITIantic writer to assimilate the truths of 
human existence revealed in COllledy and rrragedy respectively within the 
structure of the dran1a of redel1lption which he figures in his vision of the 
ultinlate victory of man over the world of experience. 

But Satire represents a different kind of qualification of the hopes, possi
bilities, and truths of human existence revealed in Romance, Comedy, and 
Tragedy respectively. It vie\vs these hopes, possibilities, and truths Ironically, 
in the atl1l0sphere generated by the apprehension of the ultin1ate inadequacy 
of consciousness to live in the vvorld happily or to comprehend it fully. Satire 
presupposes the ultimate inadequacy of the visions of the world dramatically 
represented in the genres of ROlnance, Cornedy, and Tragedy alike. As a 
phase in the evolution of an artistic style or literary tradition, the advent of 
the Satirical lTIode of representation signals a conviction that the world has 
grown old. Like philosophy itself, Satire ~ipaints its gray on gray" in the 
a\rvareness of its own inadequacy as an inlage of reality. It therefore prepares 
consciollsness for its repudiation of all sophisticated conceptualizations of 
the world and anticipates a return to a lnythic apprehension of the \varld 
and its processes. 

These four archetypal story fornls provide us with a nleans of characterizing 
the different kinds of explanatory affects a historian can strive for on the 
level of narrative enlplotn1ent. And it allows us to distinguish between 
diachronic, or processionary, narratives of the sort produced by ~1ichelet and 
Ranke and the synchronic, or static, narratives written by 'rocqueville and 
Burckhardt. In the fornler, the sense of structural transformation is upper
most as the principal guiding representation. In the latter, the sense of 
structural continuity (especially in Tocqueville) or stasis (in Burckhardt) 
predominates. But the distinction betvv'een a synchronic and diachronic repre
sentation of historical reality should not be taken as indicating mutually 
exclusive ways of emplotting the historical field. This distinction points 
merely to a difference of enlphasis in treating the relationship between coo-
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tinuity and change in a gIven representation of the historical process as a 
whole. 

Tragedy and Satire are n10des of en1plotlnent which are consonant with 
the interest of those historians who perceive behind or within the welter of 
events contained in the chronicle an ongoing structure of relationships or an 
eternal return of the Same in the Different. Romance and C0111edy stress the 
emergence of new forces or conditions out of processes that appear at. first 
glance either to be changeless in their essence or to be changing only in their 
pheno111enal £orl11s. But each of these archetypal plot structures has its impli
cation for the cognitive operations by vvhich the historian seeks to "explain" 
vvhat \vas "really happening" during the process of which it provides an 
i111age of its true form. 

~~ Explanation by F orrnal Argument 

In addition to the level of conceptualization on which the historian emplots 
his narrative account of '~what happened," there is another level on which he 
111ay seek to explicate "the. point of it all" or "what it all adds up to" in the 
end. On this level I can discern an operation which I call explanation by 
fornlal, explicit, or discursive argument. Such an argulllent provides an 
explanation of what happens in the story by invoking principles of combina
tion which serve as putative lavvs of historical explanation. On this level of 
conceptualization, the historian explains the events in the story (or the form 
of the events which he has imposed upon thern through his enlplotnlent of 
them in a particular I11ode) by construction of a nomological-deductive 
argU111ent. Tbis argU111ent can be analyzed into a syllogisl11, the 11lajor prenlise 
of which consists of some putatively universal law of causal relationships, the 
ll1inor prenlise of the boundary conditions vvithin \vhich the la\v is applied, 
and a conclusion in which the events that actually occurred are deduced 
froln the prelnises by logical necessity. lne Bl0St fan10us of such putative 
laws is probably 1\1arx's so-called law of the relationship between the Super
structure and the Base. 1'his law states that, whenever there is any transforma
tion in the Base (coIllprised of the Illeans of production and the modes of 
relationship an10ng then1), there will be a transformation in the compo
nents of the Superstructure (social and cultural institutions), but that the 
reverse relationship does not obtain (e.g., changes in consciousness do not 
effect changes in the Base). Other instances of such putative laws (such as 
"Bad money drives out good," or even such banal observations as ~'What goes 
up ITIUst COBle dO\rvn") are usually at least tacitly invoked during the course 
of the historian's efforts to explain such a phenornenon as, say, the Great 
Depression or the l~al1 of the Roman Elnpire. The COllllllonsensical or COll

ven tional nature of these latter generalizations does not affect their status as 
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the presumed major premises of nomological-deductive arguments by which 
explanations of events given in the story are provided. The nature of the 
generalizations only points to the protoscientific character of historical expla~ 
nation in general, or the inadequacy of the social sciences from which such 
generalizations, appearing in an appropriately modified and n10re rigorously 
stated forIn, nlight be borrowed. 

The important point is that, insofar as a historian offers explanations by 
which the configurations of events in his narrative are explained in something 
like a nOlnological-deductive argunlent, such explanations Inust be distin
guished fronl the explanatory affect gained by his emplotment of his story as 
a story of a particular hind. 111is is not because one might not treat emplot
Inent as a kind of explanation by nomological-deductive means. In fact, a 
l'ragic eIllplotn1ent 111ight be treated as an application of the lavvs that govern 
h UIllan nature and societies in certain kinds of si tna tions; and, insofar as 
such situations have been established as existing at a certain time and place, 
those situations Dlight be considered to have been explained by the invoca
tion of the principles alluded to, in the saIne way that natural events are 
explained by iden tifica tion of the universal causal 1a \VS that are presumed to 
govern their relationships. 

I might "vani to say that, insofar as a historian provides the "plot" by 
which the events in the story he tells are given some kind of formal coher
ence, he is doing the saIne kind of thing a scientist does when he identi
fies the elen1cnts of the nonlological-deductive argument in which his 
explanation has to be cast. But I distinguish here between the emplotment 
of the events of a history considered as elements of a story and the characteri
zation of those events as elen1ents in a matrix of causal relationships presumed 
to have existed in specific provinces of time and space. In short, I am for the 
11lon1ent taking at face value the historian's claim to be doing both art and 
science and the distinction usually drawn between the historian's investiga
tive operations on the one hand and his narrative operation on the other. vVe 
grant that it is one thing to represent '\vhat happened" and "why it hap
pened as it did," and quite another to provide a verbal luodel, in the form of 
a narrative, by \vhich to explain the process of developlnent leading from 
one situation to son1e other situation by appeal to general laws of causation. 

But history differs from the sciences precisely because historians disagree, 
not only over vvhat are the lavvs of social causation that they might invoke to 
explain a given sequence of events, but also over the question of the form 
that a "scientific" explanation ought to take. There is a long history of dis
pute over whether natural scientific and historical explanations must have 
the saIne fornlal characteristics. This dispute turns on the problem of whether 
the kinds of laws that n1ight be invoked in scientific explanations have their 
counterparts in the realm of the so-called human or spiritual sciences, such 
as sociology and history. The physical sciences appear to progress by virtue of 
the agreenlents, reached fronl tilne to time among members of the established 
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comITlunities of scientists, regarding what will count as a scientific problen1, 
the fornl that a scien tifie explanation 111 ust take, and the kinds of data that 
\vill be perIl1itted to count as evidence in a properly scientific account of 
reality. l\nlong historians no snell agrcen1ent exists, or ever has existed. 1'his 
ITIHy 111crely reflect the protoscicntific nature of the historiographical el1ter~ 

prise, but it is inlportant to bear in 11lind this congenital disagreelnent (or 
lack of agreenlcnt) over what counts as a specifically historical explanation 
of any given set of historical phenomena. For this nleans that historical 
explanations are bound to be based on different Inetahistorical presupposi~ 
tions about the nature of the historical field, presuppositions that generate 
different conceptions of the '<.ind of eX/JZanatio11S that can be used in histori~ 
ographical analysis. 

Historiographical disputes on the level of "interpretation" are in reality 
disputes over the "true" nature of the historian's enterprise. History relnains 
in the state of conceptual anarchy in which the natural sciences existed 
during the sixteenth century, when there vvere as 111any different conceptions 
of "the scientific enterprise" as there were I11etaphysical positions. In the 
sixteenth century, the different conceptions of what ':'science" ought to be 
ultinlately reflected different conceptions of "reality" and the different epis
ten1ologies generated by theITl. So, too, disputes over what "history" ought to 
be reflect sin1iIarly varied conceptions of what a proper historical explanation 
ought to consist of and different conceptions, therefore, of the historian's 
task. 

Needless to say, I arn not speaking here of the kinds of disputes which 
arise on the revie\vers; pages of the professional journals, in \vhich the erudi
tion or precision of a given historian 111ay be questioned. I an1 speaking 
about the kinds of questions which arise \vhen two or lTIOre scholars, of 
roughly equal erudition and theoreti~al sophistication, COine to alternative, 
though not necessarily rTIutually exclusive, interpretations of the same set of 
historical events, or to different answers to such questions as "What is the 
true nature of the Renaissance?" What are involved here, on at least one 
level of conceptualization, are different notions of the nature of historical 
reality and of the appropriate forn1 that a historical account, considered as 
a fornlal argu1l1ent, onght to take. F'ollo\ving the analysis of Stephen C. 
Pepper in his World I-IYfJotheses, I have differentiated four paradign1s of the 
forn1 that a historical explanation, considered as a discursive argulnent, may 
be conceived to take: FOflnist, Organicist, Mechanistic, and C'ontextualist.7 

'rhe FOfnlist theory of truth ainls at the identification of the unique 

7 'rhe renlarks lllade with respect to Frye in note 6 apply, rnutatis rnutandi, to Pepper's 
notion of the basic forn1s of philosophical reflection. Certainly the greatest philosophers~
Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Hurne, Kant, Hegel, Mill~resist reduction to the archetypes 
provided by Pepper. If anything, their thought represents a mediation between two or ll10re 

of the kinds of doctrinaire positions which Pepper outlines. Pepper's ideal types do, how
ever, provide a very convenient classification of the more simplistic philosophical systen1S 
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characteristics of objects inhabiting the historical field. Accordingly, the 
l~'orrnist considers an explanation to be cOlnplete when a given set of objects 
has been properly identified, its class, generic, and specific attributes assigned, 
and labels attesting to its particularity attached to it. The objects alluded to 
I11ay be either individualities or collectivities, particulars or universals, con
crete en ti ties or abstractions. As thus envisaged, the task of historical expla
nation is to dispel the apprehension of those similarities that appear to be 
shared by all objects in the field. \\1hen the historian has established the 
uniqueness of the particular objects in the field or the variety of the types of 
phenonlena which the field ll1anifests, he has provided a Fornlist explanation 
of the field as such. 

1'he Forn1ist mode of explanation is to be found in Herder, Carlyle, 
j\1ichelet, in the R0l11antic historians and the great historical narrators, such 
as Niebuhr, Nlolnn1sen, and Trevelyan-in any historiography in which the 
depiction of the variety, color, and vividness of the historical field is taken as 
the central ailll of the historian's work. To be sure, a Formist historian TIlay 
be inclined to 111ake generalizations about the nature of the historical process 
as a whole, as in Carlyle's characterization of it as "the essence of innumer
able biographies." But, in Fornlist conceptions of historical explanation, the 
uniqueness of the different agents, agencies, and acts which make up the 
"events" to be explained is central to one's inquiries, not the "ground" or 
"scene" against which these entities arise. 8 

or world views, the kind of general conception of reality which we find in historians when 
they speak as fJhiloso/Jhers~· that is to say, ,:vhen they invoke some general notion of being, 
appeal to sonle general theory of truth and verification, draw ethical implication from truths 
putatively established, and so on. ~v1ost historians seldolll rise above the level of philosophi
cal sophistication represented by, say, Edn1und Burke. The great Whig certainly had a 
world vie\v, though hardly \vhat \vould be recognized as a ((philosophy." So, too, do most 
historians, Tocqueville not excepted. By contrast, the greatest philosophers of history tend 
to work out a philosophy as ·well as elaborate a world view. In this sense they are more 
Ucognitively responsible" than the historians, who for the most part sin1ply assume a 
world view and treat it as if it were a cognitively responsible philosophical position. On the 
basic "world hypotheses," see Stephen C. Pepper, World Flypotheses: A Study in Evidence 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1966), pt. 2, pp. 141ff. 

8 I have found Kenneth Burke's critical terminology most helpful in my attempts to 
characterize what I have called the ((historical field" prior to its analysis and representation 
by the historian. Burke lllaintains that all literary rep~esentations of ~eality can be analyzed 
in terms of a pentad of hypothesized "gran1matical" e1en1ents: scene, agent, act, agency, 
and purpose. The way these elen1ents are characterized and the relative weights given to 
them as causal forces in the Hdrama" in which they figure reveal the world vie,,, implicit 
in every representation of reality. For exanlple, a Materialistic writer will be inclined to 
stress the elenlent of "scene" (the nlilieu, however conceived) over the elements of 
Hagent," ('act," t(agency," and "purpose" in such a way as to make the latter set little more 
than epiphenonlena of the forn1er power. By contrast, an Idealist writer will be inclined to 
see "purpose" everywhere, and will turn '(scene" itself into little more than an illusion. See 
Burke, A Grammar of l\1otives, pp. 3-20, for a general discussion. 

vVhile helpful as a device for characterizing a historian's concc:ption of the unprocessed 
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l~'orlnist explanatory strategy tends to be \tvide in "scope" ~·anlplc in the kinds 
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little weight as propositions that can be confirnled or disconfirnlcd by appeal 
to ernpirical data. l~ut such historians usually B1ake up for the vacuity of their 
generalizations by the vividness of ~heir reconstructions of particular agents, 
agencies, and acts represented in thcit narratives. 

()rgan.icist \vorld hypotheses and their corresponding theories of truth and 
arguIl1ent are relatively ITlore "integrative7

! and hence lTIOre reductive in their 
operations. l'hc ()rganicist attCI11pts to depict the particulars discerned in 
the historical field as cornponents of synthetic processes. At the heart of the 
Organicist strategy is fl. rnctaphysical C01l1111itrnent to the paradiglll of the 
111icrocosrnic--111aCrOCosrnic relationship; and the Organicist historian will tend 
to be governed by the desire to see individual entities as C0111pOnents of 
processes which aggregate into vvholes that are greater than, or qualitatively 
different fron1, the sun1 of their parts. IIistorians who vvork vvithin this 
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torians of the Iniddle decades of the nineteenth century (von Sybel, Mornnl
sen, rrreitschkc, Stubbs, IVlaitland, ctc.), tend to structure their narratives in 
such a vvay as to depict the consolidation or crystallization, out of a set of 
apparently dispersed events, of sonie integrated entity whose inlportance is 
greater than that of any of the individual entities analyzed or described in 
the course of the narra bye. 

Idealists in general, and dialectical thinkers such as IIegel specifically, 

"historical field," Burke's theories are less so for characterizing what the historian Inight 
make of the field once it has been "graunnatically" encoded. lIis Rhetoric of Motives 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1965 L which is lncan t to probe the nloral dimensions of 
literary representation, and his Language as Syrnbolic A"ction (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 
1968), which is Il1eant to provide a secularized version of the Inedieval <tanagogical" level 
of Bleaning and signification, are disappointingly conventional. Burke is certainly right in 
holding that all literary representations of reality, however 'lrealistic," are in the last analy
sis allegorical. But, when he goes on to classify the kinds of allegories which nlight be 
present within thenl, he offers little 1110rC than a pastiche of Marxist, Freudian, and 
anthropological syn1bologies, which are thenlse1ves only allegorical representations of the 
"reality" they purport sirnply to analyze, Considered as allegories, histories appear to lend 
thelllselves to analysis by the 111ethods advanced by Frye. Considered as a forn1 of cogni
tively responsible discoursc7 a history seerns to be characterizable in Pepper's ternlinology. 
And, considered as lnaral tracts, they seen1 to he accurately describable in the tenns pro~ 
vided by Mannheiul' s brand of sociology of knowledge, on which see note 11 below. 
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represent this approach to the problen1 of explaining the processes discerned 
in the historical field. 

To be sure, as Pepper notes, historians working in this I110de vv'ill be more 
interested in characterizing the integrative process than in depicting its indi
vidual eleIl1ents. 1'his is what gives to the historical argulnents cast in this 
mode their "abstract" quality. Moreover, history "vritten in this mode tends 
to be oriented to\vard the c1cterlnination of the end or goal toward which all 
the processes found in the historical field are presumed to be tending. A 
historian such as Ranke, of course, vvill consciously resist the inclination to 
specify vvhat the telos of the vvhole historical process lnight be, and content 
hin1self \vith the effort to detern1ine the nature of certain provisional teloi, 
intern1ediary integrative structures such as the ((folk," the "nation," or the 
"culture," \vhich he purports to discern in the ongoing historical process. The 
deternlina tion of the final end of the whole historical process can be 
glin1psed, Ranke 111aintains, only in a religious vision. And therefore Ranke's 
\vork lllay be taken to be an example of a historiography COlllposed in a 
specifically Fornlist lllode. But, although Ranke excels at the depiction of 
events in their particularity, his narratives are given their structure and for
ll1al coherence as explanations of the processes he depicts pri111arily by their 
tacit appeal to the Organicist n10del of what an appropriate historical 
explanation ought to be, a Dlodel en1bedded \vithin his consciousness as the 
paradign1 of \rvhat any valid explanation of any process in the world ought 
to be. 

I t is a characteristic of Organicist strategies of explanation to esche~' the 
search for the la~ws of historical process, when the tern1 "laws" is construed 
in the sense of universal and invariant causal relationships, after the manner 
of Nevvtonian physics, Lavoisierian chen1istry, or Darwinian biology. The 
Organicist is inclined to talk about the '4principles" or aideas" that inform 
the individual processes discerned in the field and all the processes taken 
as a whole. These principles or ideas are seen as imaging or prefiguring the 
end toward which the process as a whole tends. They do not function as 
causal agents or agencies, except in historians with a decidedly lnystical or 
theological orientation, in which case they are usually interpreted as Inani
festations of God's purpose for His creation. In fact, for the Organicist, such 
princtiples and ideas function not as restrictions on the human capacity to 
realize a distinctively human goal in history, as the .tla~'s" of history can be 
supposed to do in the thought of the Mechanist, but as guarantors of an 
essential hUl11an freedoTI1. Thus, although the Organicist makes sense out of 
the historical process by displaying the integrative nature of the historical 
process taken as a vvhole, he does not draw the kinds of pessimistic conclu
sions that the strict Mechanist is inclined to draw from his reflections on the 
nOlnological nature of historical being. 

Mechanistic vvorld hypotheses are similarly integrative in their aim, but 
they are inclined to be reductive rather than synthetico To put the matter 
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in Kenneth Burke's ternls, Mechanism is inclined to view the "acts" of the 
"agents" inhabiting the historical field as lllanifestations of extrahistorical 
"agencies" that have their origins in the "scene" \vithin which the "action" 
depicted in the narrative unfolds. The Mechanistic theory of explanation 
turns upon the search for the causal laws that deternline the outcomes of 
processes discovered in the historical field. The objects that are thought to 
inhabit the historical field are construed as existing in the modality of part
part relationships, the specific configurations of which are deternlined by the 
laws that arc prcsll111ed to govern their interactions. Thus, a Mechanist such 
as Buckle, tf'ainc, J\1arx, or, as I will indicate, even Tocqueville, studies his
tory in order to divine the laws that actually govern its operations and writes 
history in order to display in a narrative fornl the effects of those laws. 

1'he apprehension of the laws that govern history and the determination of 
their specific nature l1lay be 1110re or less proll1inent in the representation of 
'\vhat was happening" in the historical process at a given tin1e and place; 
but, insofar as the Mechanist's inquiries are carried out in the search for 
such laws, his account is threatened by the same tendency toward abstrac
tion as that of the Organicist. He considers individual entities to be less 
ilTlportant as evidence than the classes of phenomena to which they can be 
shown to belong; but these classes in turn are less important to hiITI than the 
laws their regularities are presu111ed to nlanifcst. UltiInately, for the Iv1echa
nist, an explanation is considered cornplete only when he has discovered the 
laws that are presullled to govern history in the sanle vvay that the laws of 
physics are presulued to govern nature. He then applies these laws to the 
data in such a vvay as to I1lake their configurations understandable as func
tions of those laws. Thus, in a historian such as 'focqueville, the particular 
attributes of a given institution, CllstOITI, law, art forIll, or the like, are less 
inlportant as evidence than the species, class, and generic typifications which, 
on analysis, they can be shown to exen1plify. And these typifications in turn 
are regarded by Tocqueville~indeed, by Buckle, Marx, and rraine~as less 
ilTIportal1t than the laws of social structure and process which govern the 
course of Western history, to vvhosc operations they attest. 

Obviously, although they are characterized by conceptual precision, Mecha
nistic conceptions of truth and explanation are thrown open to the charges 
of lack of scope and tendency toward abstraction in the saBle way that their 
Organicist counterparts are. Froin a Fornlist point of view, both Mechanism 
and Organicisn1 appear to be iireductive" of the variety and color of the 
individual entities in the historical field. But, in order to restore the desired 
scope and concreteness, one need not take refuge in so '~impressionistic" a 
conception of historical explanation as that represented by FOrnlisl11. Rather, 
one can elnbrace a Contextualist position, which as a theory of truth and 
explanation represents a "functional" conception of the llleaning or signitl
cance of events discerned in the historical field. 

1'he inforilling presupposition of Contextualism is that events can be 
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explained by being set within the "context" of their occurrence. Why they 
occurred as they did is to be explained by the revelation of the specific 
relationships they bore to other events occurring in their circumambient his
torical space. Here, as in Formis111, the historical field is apprehended as a 
"spectacle" or richly textured arras web which on first glance appears to lack 
coherence and any discernible fundamental structure. But, unlike the Form
ist, who is inclined sinlply to consider entities in their particularity and 
uniqueness-i.e., their similarity to, and difference from, other entities in the 
field-the Contextualist insists that "what happened" in the field can be 
accounted for by the specification of the functional interrelationships exist
ing among the agents and agencies occupying the field at a given tilne. 

The determination of this functional interrelationship is carried out by an 
operation that some modern philosophers, such as W. H. Walsh-- and Isaiah 
Berlin, have called "colligation."9 In this operation the aim of explanation 
is to identify the "threads" that link the individual or institution under study 
to its specious sociocultural "present." Exalnples of this kind of explanatory 
strategy can be found in any historian worthy of the name, from Herodotus 
to Huizinga, but it finds expression as a dOlninant principle of explanation in 
the nineteenth century in the work of Jacob Burckhardt. As a strategy of 
explanation, Contextualism seeks to avoid both the radically dispersive tend
ency of Formism and the abstractive tendencies of Organicisnl and Mecha
nisl11. It strives instead for a relative integration of the phenon1ena discerned 
in finite provinces of historical occurrence in terms of "trends" or general 
physiognomies of periods and epochs. Insofar as it tacitly invokes rules of 
con1bination for detern1ining the family characteristics of entities occupying 
finite provinces of historical occurrence, these rules are not construed as 
equivalent to the univers~lla\vs of cause and effect postulated by the Mecha
nist or the general teleological principles postulated by the Organicist. 
Rather, they are construed as actual relationships that are presumed to have 
existed at specific times and places, the first, final, and material causes of 
which can never be known. 

The Contextualist proceeds, Pepper tells us, by isolating SOlne (indeed, 
any) element of the historical field as the subject of study, whether the ele
ment be as large as "the French Revolution" or as small as one day in the 
life of a specific person. He then proceeds to pick out the "threads" that link 
the event to be explained to different areas of the context. rrhe threads are 
identified and traced outward, into the cirCtUnanlbient natural and social 
space \vithin which the event occurred, and both backward in tin1e, in order 
to determine the "origins" of the event, and for\vard in time, in order to 
deternline its "inlpact" and "influence" on subsequent events. This tracing 

9 See W. H. Walsh, Introduction to the PhilosoPhy of I-listory (London, 1961), pp. 
60-65; Isaiah Berlin, "The Concept of Scientific lIistory,'t in Philosophical Analysis and 
History, ed. Dray, pp. 40-51. On "colligation" in general, see the remarks of Mink, 
"AutonolllY," pp. 171~72. 
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operation ends at the point at which the Hthreads" either disappear into the 
Uti' 7 f th ." i " ,t - " .L th f can ext 0 S0111e 0 er event or converge LO cause e occurrence 0 
sonle new "event." The iInpulse is not to integrate all the events and trends 
that I11ight be identified in the whole historical field, but rather to link them 
together in a chain of provisional and restricted characterizations of finite 
provinces of manifestly "significant" occurrence. 

It should be obvious that the Contextl1alist approach to the problem of 
historical explanation can be regarded as a combination of the dispersive 
ilTIpulses behind FOflnisnl on the one hand and the integrative inlpulses 
behind Organicis111 on the other. But, in fact, a Contextualist conception of 
truth, explanation, and verification appears to be surpassingly lllodest in 
\vhat it asks of the historian and denlands of the reader. Yet, by virtue of its 
organization of the historical field into different provinces of significant 
occurrence, on the basis of which periods and epochs can be distinguished 
fro111 one another, ContextualisI11 represents an an1biguous solution to the 
problenl of constructing a narrative Illodel of the processes discerned in the 
historical field. 1-'he "flow" of historical tin1e is envisaged by the Contextualist 
as a wavelike Illation (this is explicitly indicated by Burckhardt) in which 
certain phases or cul111inations are considered to be intrinsically more signifi
cant than others. 'rhe operation of tracing threads of occurrences in such a 
way as to permit the discernnlent of trends in the process suggests the possi
bility of a narrative in which the inlages of develop111ent and evolution lnight 
pred0111inate. But, actually, Contcxtualist explanatory strategies incline ITlore 
toward synchronic representations of seg111cnts or sections of the process, cuts 
TIlade across the grain of tinle as it were. This tendency toward the struc
turalist or synchronic 1110cle of representation is inherent in a Contextualist 
world hypothesis. And, if the historian who is inclined toward Contextualislll 
would aggrega tc the various periods he has studied in to a cOlnprchensive view 
of the whole historical process, he 111USt move outside the Contextualist 
franlework~toward either a Mechanistic reduction of the data in ternlS of 
the 'itilneless" laws that are preSl1111ed to govern them or an Organicist 
synthesis of those data in tern1S of the ~'principles" that are prestuned to 
reveal the telos toward which the yvhole process is tending over the long 
haul. 

Now, any of these four 1110dels of explanation lllight be used in a his
torical work to provide sonlething like a forn1al argU111en t of the true ll1ean
ing of the events depicted in the narrative, but they have not enjoyed equal 
authority a1110ng the recognized professional practitioners of the discipline 
since its acadenlicization in the early nineteenth century. In fact, among 
academic historians the Fornlist and Contextualist lllodels have tended to 
prevail as the Inain candidates for orthodoxy. Whenever Organicist or Mecha
nistic tendencies have appeared in recognized 11lasters of the craft, as in 
Ranke and 1 10cqueville respectively, these tendencies have been regarded as 
unfortunate lapses froIn the proper forn18 that explanations in history ll1ay 
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take. Moreover, vvhen the impulse to explain the historical field in overtly 
Organicist and Mechanistic terms has come to predominate in a given 
thinker, such as Hegel on the one hand and Marx on the other, this impulse 
has been interpreted as the reason for their fall into the nefarious "phiiosophy 
of history." 

In short, for professional historians, Formism and Contextualism have 
represented the limits of choice among the possible forills that an explana~ 
tion of a peculiarly "historical" sort lllay take. By contrast, Mechanism and 
Organicism have represented heterodoxies of historical thought, in the opin
ion of both the ll1ain line of professional historians and that of their defend
ers anlong philosophers who regard "philosophy of history" as myth, error, 
or ideology. For example, Karl Popper's influential The Poverty of His
toricisnl consists of little lnore than a sustained indictment of these two 
modes of explanation in historical thought.10 

But the grounds for professional historians' hostility to Organicist and 
Mechanistic Illodes of explanation relnain obscure. Or, rather, the reasons for 
this hostility would appear to lie in considerations of a specifically extra
episteIllological sort For, given the protoscientific nature of historical studies, 
there are no apodictic episten1ological grounds for the preference of one 
n10de of explana tion over another. 

It has been argued, of course, that history can be liberated frOITl myth, 
religion, and 111etaphysics only by the exclusion of Organicist and ~1echanis
tic 1110des of explanation from its operations. Adnlittedly, history cannot 
thereby be elevated into a rigorous "science," but the contention is that it 
can at least avoid the dangers of "scientism" -the duplicitous aping of 
scientific I11ethod and illegitimate appropriation of science's authority-by 
this exclusion. For, by lin1iting itself to explanation in the modes of FOflnism 
and Contextualis111, historiography vvould at least remain ttempirical" and 
resist the fall into the kind of "philosophy of history" practiced by I-Iegel 
and ~1arx. 

But, precisely because history is not a rigorous science, this hostility 
toward the Organicist and Mechanistic modes of explanation appears to 
express only a bias on the part of the professional establishment. If it is 
granted that OrganicislTI and Nlechanisn1 do give insights into any process in 
the natural and social worlds that cannot be achieved by F'ormist and Con
textualiststrategies, then the exclusion of Organicislll and Mechanism from 
the canon of orthodox historical explanations must be based on extra-episte
ll1010gical considerations. C0111ll1itment to the dispersive techniques of Forn1-
isnl and Contextualisnl reflects only a decision on the part of historians not 
to atten1pt the kind of integrations of data that Organicism and Mechanism 
sanction as a n1atter of course. 'fhis decision, in turn, would appear to rest on 
precritically held opinions about the form that a science of Inan and society 

10 Karl R. Popper, The Poverty of Historicism (London, 1961 ), pp. 5-55. 



INTRODUCTION 21 

has to take. And these opinions, in turn, \;YQuld seenI to be generally ethical, 
and specifically ideological, in nature. 

It is often contended, especially by Radicals, that the professional his
torian's preference for Contextualist and Formist explanatory strategies is 
ideologically Illotivated. For exarnple, Marxists clain1 that it is in the interests 
of established social groups to reject Mechanistic ITIodes of historical explana
tion because the disclosure of the actual lavvs of historical structure and 
process would reveal the true nature of the power enjoyed by dOITlinant 
classes and provide the knoviledge necessary to dislodge those classes froIl1 
their positions of privilege and power. It is in the interest of dorninant 
groups, Radicals Inaintain, to cultivate a conception of history in which only 
individual events and their relations to their imlnediate contexts can be 
kno'wIl, or in which, at best, the arrangenlent of the facts into loose typifica~ 
tions is pern1ittcd, because snch conceptions of the nature of histo.rical knowl
edge conforn1 to the "individualist" preconceptions of "Liberals" and the 
"hierarchical" preconceptions of aConservatives" respectively. 

By contrast, the Radicals' clain1s to have discovered the "laws" of historical 
structure and process are regarded by Liberal historians as being silnilarly 
n10tivated ideologically. Such laws, it is Inaintained, are usually advanced in 
the interest of pr01110ting SOl1le progranl of social transfoflnation, in either a 
Radical or a Reactionary direction. This gives to the very search for the laws 
of historical structure and process a bad odor and renders suspect the scholar~ 
ship of any historian \vho claill1s to be seeking such laws. The same applies 
to those 'tprinciples" by \vhich Idealist philosophers of history purport to 
explicate the "uleaning" of history in its totality. Such ~'principles," propo
nents of C~ontextualist, }-i'orn1ist, and Mechanistic conceptions of explanation 
insist, arc ahvays offered in support of ideological positions that are retro
grade or obscurantist in their intentions. 

'fherc does, in fact, appear to be an irreducible ideological cOll1ponent in 
every historical account of reality. That is to say:, sin1ply because history is 
not a science, or is at best a protoscience \vith specifically deternlinable 
llonscientific elenlents in its constitution, the very clainl to have discerned 
S01l1e kind of farInal coherence in the historical record brings with it theories 
of the nature of the historical vvorld and of historical knowledge itself which 
have ideological ilTIplications for attempts to understand Uthe present," how
ever this !'prcsent" is defined. 1~o put it another \;yay, the very clain1 to have 
distinguished a past frOll1 a present world of social thought and praxis, and 
to have dcterlTlinecl the fOflTlal coherence of that past world, inlplies a con~ 
ception of the forn1 that knowledge of the present ,vorld also must take, 
insofar as it is continuOllS with that past world. COlnn1itlnent to a particular 
forrn of knowledge predeterlllines the hinds of generalizations one can nlake 
about the present \vorld, the kinds of knowledge one can have of it, and 
hence the kinds of projects one can legitinlately conceive for changing that 
present or for ll1aintaining it in its present forn1 indefinitely. 
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~ Explanation by Ideological Inlplication 

The ideological din1ensiolls of a historical account reflect the ethical elelnent 
in the historian's assnrnption of a particular position on the question of the 
nature of historical knovvledge and the implications that can be drawn frorn 
the study of past events for the understanding of present ones. By the term 
"ideology" I 11lean a set of prescriptions for taking a position in the present 
world of social praxis and acting upon it (either to change the world or to 
maintain it in its current state); such prescriptions are attended by argu
ments that claim the authority of "science" or a realisIl1." Follovving the 
analysis of Karl l\!lannhein1, in Ideology and Utopia, I postulate four basic 
ideological positions: f1narchislll, ConservatisD1, Radicalis111, and Liberalism.11 

11 I have simplified rvlannhein1's classification of the main types of ideologies and the 
philosophies of history that sustain them. In his essay "Prospects of Scientific Politics," 
Mannhein1 lists five "representative ideal types" of political consciousness which arose in 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, two of which are species of Conservatism (one 
"bureauratic," the other "historicist"). I need not n1ake that distinction here, since the 
"bureaucratic" forn1 can be said to stand over against all ideologically inspired efforts at 
transforn1ation of the social order. I am concerned with the work of intellectuals who 
seek to transform or sustain the status quo by appeal to specific conceptions of the his
torical process. As far as I know, no historian or philosopher of history has written in such 
a way as to promote the attitude of the "bureaucratic Conservative." As I have defined 
ConservatiSI11, however-that is, as a defense not of an idealized past but of the present 
social dispensation-"Conservative historicisnl" as conceived by MannheilTI would consti
tute the natural refuge of the "bureaucratic Conservative." See Mannheinl, Ideology and 
Utopia: An Introduction to the Sociology of Knowledge (New York, 1946), pp. 104ft.; 

and idern, "Conservative Thought," in Essays in Sociology and Social Psychology, ed. Paul 
Kecskenleti (Ne\v York, 1953), pp. 74-164. 

MannheiIll also listed "Fascisnl" ClIllong the ideal types of nlodern political conscious
ness. I have not used this category, for it would be anachronistic if applied to nineteenth
century thinkers. Instead, I have used the category of "Anarchisl1l," which, in MannheilTI's 
view, is the peculiarly nineteenth-century form that Apocalyptical political thinking takes. 
It will be recalled that in his essay "The Utopian Mentality" Mannheim listed four ideal 
types of utopian thinking, each representing a distinctive stage in the evolution of the 
1110dern political consciousness. These \vere Orgiastic Chiliasm (the lllillenarian tradition 
represented by the Anabaptists in the sixteenth century), the Liberal-hun1anitarian idea, 
the Conservative idea, and the Socialist-Communist utopia. See Ideology and Utopia, pp. 
190-222. Anarchism \vas the secularized form that Orgiastic Chiliasn1 took in the nine
teenth century, while Fascisnl is the fornl it has taken in the twentieth century. See ibid., 
p. 233. What Blakes Anarchism unique in the history of Apocalyptical politics is the fact 
that, unlike both Chiliasm and Fascislll, it seeks to be cognitively responsible-that is to 
say, it seeks to provide rational justifications for its irrational posture. 

In nly view, Anarchism is the ideological implication of Romanticism, appeared wherever 
Romanticism appeared throughout the nineteenth century, and has fed into Fascism in 
the twentieth century in the same "vay that Romanticism has. Mannheim tried to link 
Romanticislll with Conservatism in a systematic way when, in reality, in their early 
nineteenth-century manifestations, they merely happened to be contemporary with each 
other. The philosophy of history generated by the Ronlantic mythos does not envision that 
notion of a fully integrated conlmllnity realizable in historical time which inspires the 
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r-There are, of course, other ll1ctapolitical positions. l\1annheilll cites the 
Apocalypticisl11 of the early lllodern religious sects, the position of the Reac
tionary, and that of the Jtascist. But these positions are in essence author
itarian in a vvay that the nineteenth-century forIns of the ideologies listed 
above arc not. 'I'he Apocalypticist bases his prescriptions for action on the 
authority of divine revelation, the l~eactionary on that of a class or group 
practice which is seen as an eternally valid systeIl1 of social organization, and 
the l~ascist on the unquestioned authority of the charis111atic leader. And, 
although spOkeS111en for these viewpoints 111ay engage in polcn1ics vvith 
representatives of other positions, they do not regard it as necessary to estab
lish the authority of their cognitive positions on either rationalist or scien~ 
tific grounds. rrhus, although they 111ay offer specific theories of society and 
history, these theories are not regarded as being responsible to criticisll1 
launched fron1 other positions, to "data" in general, or to control by the 
logical criteria of consistency and coherence. 

'rhe fonr basic ideological positions identified by Mannheinl, hovvever, 
represent value systems that clainl the authority of ureason," "science," or 
"realis111." 1.'his clailTl tacitly C01111nits then1 to public discussion \vith other 
SYStC111S that clainl a silnilar authority. It renders thelll epistenlo1ogically self
conscious in a way that the representatives of Uauthoritarian" systenlS are 
not, and it C0I11111its thelll to the effort to rnake sense out of "data" uncovered 
by investigators of the social process working froDl alternative points of view. 
In short, the nineteenth-century £orn1s of AnarchislTI, Conservatisnl, Radical
iS111, and Liberalislll are "cognitively responsible" in a way that their 
(,1, .I} " .,' . I . t 12 aUI 10rltarlan COl1nt~rpar(s are no .-

Conservative to hymns of praise to the social status quo. \Vhat is unique about RODlan
ticism is its individualistic I110111ent, that egolsnl which inspires helief in the desirability 
of a perfect Anarchy. This m0l11cnt ll1ay be present in SOll1e self-styled Conservative 
thinkers, but, if they arc truly Conscrvativc, it will be therc as an ideological ploy, to defend 
the privileged position of particular groups in the current social dispensation against the 
delnands for progranlmatic change cOI11ing fr0111 Radicals, Liberals, or Reactionaries. The 
Conservative can no more countenance a genuinely Anarchist conception of the world than 
he can stand a truly R.adical conception of it. I-Ie defends the status quo by showing it to 
be the integrated, organic unity that Anarchists and Radicals still drean1 of achieving. 

12 I got the notion of "cognitive responsibility" from Pepper. He uses it to distinguish 
between philosophical systems comrnitted to rational defenses of their world hypotheses 
and those not so cornlnitted. EXaI11ples of the latter are Mysticism, AninlisITI, and utter 
Skepticisnl, all of which, at SOU1e point in their arguments, are constrained to fall back on 
the notions of revelation, authority, or convention. Although specific Mystics, Animists, and 
Skeptics rl1ight provide rational justifications of the irrational postures they assume before 
reality, such justifications are usually set forth as criticislllS of the hyper~rationalism of 
their opponents. The positive content of their doctrines is llltill1ately indefensible on ra
tional grounds, for they deny the authority of reason itself in the end. See Pepper, World 
I-Iypotheses, pp. 115~3 7. The equivalents of such systenlS in political thinking would be 
represented by the tradition-bound feudal nobleman; the Reactionary, who denies any 
worth to either the present or the future; and the Fascist or Nihilist, who rejects both 
reason and the ideal of consistency in argument with his opponents. 



24 ~1ETAHISTORY 

I should stress at this point that the ternlS "Anarchist," "Conservative," 
"Radical," and "Liberal" are n1eant to serve as designators of general ideologi
cal preference rather than as en1blems of specific political parties. They 
represent different attitudes vvith respect to the possibility of reducing the 
study of society to a science and the desirability of doing so; different notions 
of the lessons that the hUlnan sciences can teach; different conceptions of 
the desirability of ll1aintaining or changing the social status quo; different 
conceptions of the direction that changes in the status quo ought to take and 
the ll1eans of effecting such changes; and, finally, different time orientations 
(an orientation toward past, present, or future as the respository of a para
digm of society's "ideal" fornl). I should also stress that a given historian's 
en1plotnlent of the historical process or ,yay of explaining it in a formal 
argun1ent need not be regarded as a function of his consciously held ideologi
cal position. Rather, the form that he gives to his historical account can be 
said to have ideological inlplications consonant with one or another of the 
four positions differentiated above. Just as every ideology is attended by a 
specific idea of history and its processes, so too, I maintain, is every idea of 
history attended by specifically detern1inable ideological in1plications. 

The four ideological positions that concern me can be roughly characterized 
in the follo\ving tern1S. vVith respect to the problenl of social change, all 
four recognize its inevitability but represent different views as to both its 
desirability and the optin1ull1 pace of change. Conservatives, of course, are 
the most suspicious of progranlmatic transforlnations of the social status quo, 
\vhile Liberals, Radicals, and Anarchists are relatively less suspicious of change 
in general and, correspondingly, are less or TIl0re optimistic about the pros
pects of rapid transforlllatiol1s of the social order. As lVlannheim note~~ 
Conserva tives tend to view social change through the analogy of plan tlike 
gradualizatiol1s, \vhile Liberals (at least nineteenth-century Liberals) are 
inclined to vievv it through the analogy of adjustments, or "fine tunings," of 
a rnechanisffi. In both ideologies the fundamental structure of society is con
ceived to be sound, and SOBle change is seen as inevitable, but change itself 
is regarded as being n10st effective vvhen particular parts, rather than struc
tural relationships, of the totality are changed. Radicals and Anarchists, how
ever, believe in the necessity of structural transfornlations, the forlner in the 
interest of reconstituting society on nc\v bases, the latter in the interest of 
abolishing ~'society" and substituting for it a t'C0111n1unity" of individuals 
held together by a shared sense of their COlnnlon "hl1111anity." 

As for the pace of the changes envisioned, Conservatives insist on a 
"natural" rhythn1, \vhile Liberals favor what 11light be called the "social" 
rhythlTI of the parlialnentary debate, or that of the educational process and 
electoral contests bet\veen parties comn1itted to the observance of established 
laws of governance. By contrast, Radicals and Anarchists envision the possi
bility of cataclysmic transforn1ations, though the former are inclined to be 
more aware of the po\ver needed to effect such transformations, more sensi-
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tive to the inertial pull of inherited institutions, and therefore more con
cerned \vith the provision of the nleans of effecting such changes than are 
the latter. 

l11is brings us to a consideration of the different time orientations of the 
various ideologies. According to Mannheim, Conservatives are inclined to 
inlagine historical evolution as a progressive elaboration of the institutional 
structure that currently prevails, which structure they regard as a "utopia"
that is, the best fornl of society that Inen can "realistically" hope for, or 
legitilnately aspire to, for the tinle being. By contrast, Liberals ilnagine a 
time in the future when this structure will have been in1proved, but they 
project this- utopian condition into the remote future, in such a way as to 
discourage any effort in the present to realize it precipitately, by "radical" 
I1leans. Radicals, on the other hand, are inclined to view the utopian condi
tion as ir711ninent, which inspires their concern vvith the provision of the 
revolutionary D1eans to bring this utopia to pass now. Finally, Anarchists are 
inclined to idealize a ren-zote past of natural-hul1lan innocence from which 
Hlen have fallen into the corrupt "social" state in which they currently find 
thenlselves. 1'hey, in turn, project this utopia onto what is effectively a nOI1-

tenlporal plane, viewing it as a possibility of human achievenlent at any 
tirne, if men win only seize control of their own essential hU111anity, either 
by an act of will or by an act of consciousness \vhich destroys the socially 
provided belief in the legitin13cy of the current social establishment. 

rIlle tenlporal location of the utopian ideal, on behalf of vvhich the differ
ent ideologies labor, pcrn1its J\1annhein1 to classify thenl with respect to their 
tendency toward "social congruence" on the one hand or asocial transcend
ence" on the other. Conservatisln is the lTIOSt "socially congruent"; Liberalisrn 
is relatively so. Anarchislll is the l1l0st "socially transcendent"; RadicalislTI is 
relatively so. Actually, each of the ideologies represents a I11ixture of elenlents 
of social congruence and social transcendence. On this point, their differ
ences frolll one another are ITla tters 1110re of enlphasis than of can ten t. All 
take the prospect of change seriously. This is vvhat accounts for their shared 
interest in history and their concern to provide a historical justification for 
their prograllls. Sirnilarly, this is vvhat accounts for their willingness to debate 
vvith one another, in cognitively responsible tCflTIS, sllch secondary 111atters 
as the pace of desirable social change and the means to be used to effect it. 

It is the value accorded to the current social establishn1ent, however, that 
accounts for their different conceptions of both the form of historical evolu
tion and the fornl that historical knowledge TI1USt take. In Mannheinl's 
view, the problem of historical "progress" is construed in different vvays by 
the various ideologies. What is "progress" to one is '~decadence" to another, 
with the ~'present age" enjoying a different status, as an apex or nadir of 
developlllcnt, depending upon the degree of alienation in a given ideology. 
At the same tinle, the ideologies honor different paradigms of the form that 
arguments n1eant to explain "what happened in history" n111st take. 1'hese 
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different paradigIlls of explanation reflect the lllore or less "scientistic" orien
tations of the different ideologies. 

Thus, for example, Radicals share with Liberals a belief in the possibility 
of studying history "rationally" and "scientifically," but they have different 
conceptions of what a rational and scientific historiography might consist of. 
The former seeks the laws of historical structures and processes, the latter 
the general trends or lnain drift of developnlent. Like Radicals and Liberals, 
Conservatives and Anarchists believe, in conformity with a general nine
teenth-century conviction, that the "meaning" of history can be discovered 
and presented in conceptual schenlata that are cognitively responsible and 
not sinlply authoritarian. But their conception of a distinctively historical 
knowledge requires a faith in "intuition" as the ground on which a putative 
"science" of history lnight be constructed. The Anarchist is inclined to\vard 
the essentially enlpathetic techniques of ROlllanticism in his historical 
accounts, "vhile the Conservative is inclined to integrate his several intuitions 
of the objects in the historical field into a cOlllprehensive Organicist account 
of the \vhole process. 

In my vievv, there are no extra-ideological grounds on which to arbitrate 
among the conflicting conceptions of the historical process and of historical 
knowledge appealed to by the different ideologies. For, since these concep
tions have their origins in ethical considerations, the assumption of a given 
episten1ological position by \vhich to judge their cognitive adequacy would 
itself represent only another ethical choice. I cannot claim that one of the 
conceptions of historical kno\vledge favored by a given ideology is more 
urealistic" than the others, for it is precisely over the Inatter of what consti
tutes an adequate criterion of "realism" that they disagree. Nor can I clainl 
that one conception of historical knowledge is Illore "scientific" than another 
without prejudging the problen1 of what a specifically historical or social 
science ought to be. 

To be sure, during the nineteenth century the generally credited concep
tion of science was represented by Mechanism. But social theorists differed 
froll1 one another over the question of the legitimacy of a Mechanistic science 
of society and of history. TIle Formist, Organicist, and Contextualist modes 
of explanation continued to flourish in the human sciences throughout the 
nineteenth centnry because of genuine differences of opinion over the ade
quacy of l\1echanisnl as a strategy. 

I am not concerned, then, with ranking the different conceptions of his
tory produced by the nineteenth century in tern1S of either their "realism" or 
their "scienticity." By the saIne token, my purpose is not to analyze them as 
projections of a given ideological position. I am interested only in indicating 
how ideological considerations enter into the historian's attempts to explain 
the historical field and to construct a verbal nlodel of its processes in a 
narrative. But I \vin atten1pt to sho\v that even the works of those his
torians and philosophers of history whose interests were manifestly nonpolit-
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ical, such as Burckhardt and Nietzsche, have specific ideological inlplica
tions. l'hese works, I maintain, are at least consonant with onOe or another 
of the ideological positions of the times in which they \vere \vritten. 

I consider the ethical mO:Ll1ent of a historical work to be reflected in the 
1110dc of ideological inlplication by \vhich an aesthetic perception (the 
elnplotnlent) and a cognitive operation (the argulnent) can be cOlnbined so 
as to derive prescriptive statenlents froln what 11lay appear to be purely 
descriptive or analytical ones. A historian I11ay "explain" what happened in 
the historical field by identifying the law (or laws) governing the set of 
events el1lplotted in the story as a dranla of essentially Tragic in1port. Or, 
conversely, he may find the Tragic import of the story he has elnplotted in 
his discovery of the "lavv" which governs the sequence of articulation of the 
plot. In either case, the 1110ra1 i111p1ications of a given historical arglunent 
have to be drawn frOll1 the relationship which the historian presullles to have 
existed '\tvithin the set of events under consideration betvveen the plot struc
ture of the narrative conceptualization on the one hand and the forn1 of the 
argul1lent offered as an explicit ~'scientific" (or "realistic") explanation of the 
set of events on the other. 

A set of events Cll1plotted as a rrragedy lllay be explained "scientifically" 
(or "realistically") by appeal to strict laws of causal deternlination or to 
putative laws of hU111an freedo111, as the case may be. In the forIner case the 
inlplication is that men are indentured to an ineluctable fate by virtue of 
their participation in history, whereas in the latter case the iInplication is that 
they can act in such a way as to control, or at least to affect, their destinies. 
The ideological thrust of histories fashioned in these alternative vvays is gen
erally aConservative" and i~Radical" respectively. These in1plications need 
not be fornlally drawn in the historical account itself, but they will be 
identifiable by the tone or 11100d in which the resolution of the drama and 
the epiphany of the lavv that it n1anifests are cast. The differences between 
the two kinds of historiography thus distinguished are those which I conceive 
to be characteristic of the work of a Spengler on the one hand and a Marx 
on the other. The Mechanistic rnode of explanation is used by the former to 
justify the tone or ulood of histories en1plotted as Tragedies, but in such a 
way as to draw ideological illlplications which are socially accolnmodationist. 
In Marx, however, a sill1ilarly JVlechanistic strategy of explanation is used to 
sanction a 1\agic account of history which is heroic and Inilitant in tone. 
1~he differences are precisely sinlilar to those which distinguish Euripidean 
fron1 Sophoclean 1'ragedy Of, to take the case of a single writer, the tragedy 
of King Ilear froln that of Hainlet. 

Specific exaIl1ples froDl historiography may be briefly cited for purposes of 
illustration. Ranke's histories are consistently cast in the nlode of COlnedy, a 
plot forin that has as its central theIne the notion of reconciliation. Silnilarly, 
the d0111inant ITIode of explanation used by hin1 was Organicist, consisting of 
the uncovering of the integrative structures and processes which, he believed, 



28 METAHISTORY 

represent the fundanlental lllodes of relationship to be found in history. 
Ranke dealt not in "laws" but in the discovery of the "Ideas" of the agents 
and agencies which he viewed as inhabitants of the historical field. And I 
will argue that the kind of explanation which he believed historical knowl
edge provides is the episteinological counterpart of an aesthetic perception 
of the historical field which takes the fornl of a Comic emplotrnent in all of 
Ranke's narratives. rrhe ideological inlplications of this combination of a 
COlnic 1110de of clnplotInent and an Organicist nl0de of argument are spe
cifically Conservative. Those "forllls" ,vhich Ranke discerned in the historical 
field \vere thought to exist in the kind of harmonious condition which con
ventionally appears at the end of a Comedy. The reader is left to contemplate 
the coherence of the historical field, considered as a completed structure of 
"Ideas" (i.e., institutions and values), and with the kind of feeling engen
dered in the audience of a dralna that has achieved a definitive Comic resolu
tion of all the apparently tragic conflicts vvithin it. l'he tone of voice is 
aCC01111110da tionist, the ITlood is optimistic, and the ideological implications 
are Conservative, inaSI11Uch as one can legitimately conclude from a history 
thus construed that one inhabits the best of possible historical worlds, or at 
least the best that one can 44realistically" hope for, given the nature of the 
historical process as revealed in Ranke's accounts of it. 

Burckhardt represents another variation on these same possibilities of com
bination. Burckhardt ,vas a Contextualist; he suggested that historians 
"explain" a given event by inserting it into the rich fabric of the similarly 
discrinlinable individualities that occupy its circnnlalnbient historical space. 
He denied both the possibility of deriving laws froin the study of history and 
the desirability of subnlitting it to typological analysis. For him, a given area 
of historical occurrence represented a field of happening which was more or 
less rich in the brilliance of its "fabric" and more or less susceptible to inlpres
sionistic representation. His Civilization of the Renaissance, for example, is 
conventionally regarded as having no "story" or "narrative line" at all. Actu
ally, the narrative nlode in which it was cast is that of the Satire, the 
satura (or "Inedley"), vvhich is the fictional mode of Irony and which 
achieves SOI1le of its principal effects by refusing to provide the kinds of for
lnal coherencies one is conditioned to expect froIn reading ROlnancc, Com
edy, and Tragedy_ This narrative fornl, \vhich is the aesthetic counterpart of 
a specifically skeptical conception of knowledge and its possibilities, presents 
itself as the type of all putatively anti-ideological conceptions of history and 
as an alternative to that "philosophy of history," practiced by ~1arx, Hegel, 
and Ranke alike, which Burckhardt personally despised. 

But the tone or nlood in which a Satirical narrative is cast has specific 
ideological irnplicatiol1s, "Liberal" if cast in an optinlistic tone, "C'onserva
tive" if cast in a resigned one. For exalnple, Burckhardt's conception of the 
historical field as a "texture" of individual entities linked together by little 
lnore than their status as cOlnponents of the sanle domain and the brilliance 
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of their several manifestations, combined with his formal skepticisIll, is 
destructive of any effort on the part of his audience to use history as a means 
of comprehending the present world in anything but Conservative terms. 
Burckhardt's own pessilnisIll \X/ith respect to the future has the effect of pro
llloting in his readers an a tti tude of "sauve qui peut" and "the devil take 
the hindmost." One 7iiight prOIllote such attitudes in the interests of either 
Liberal or Conservative causes, depending upon the actual social situations in 
which they were advanced; but there is absolutely no possibility of basing 
Radical argulnents on thenl, and their ultinlate ideological il1lplications as 
Burckhardt used thenl are strictly Conservative, when they are not silnply 
"Reactionary." 

~ The Problern of Historiographical Styles 

I-faving distinguished anlong the three levels on which historians work to 
gain an explana tory affect in their narratives, I will now consider the pro blern 
of historiographical styles. In ll1y view, a historiographical style represents a 
particular cornbination of 1110des of enlplotnlent, argu111ent, and ideological 
in1plication. But the various modes of enlplotment, argnnlent, and ideologi
cal iIl1plication cannot he indiscriIllinately cODlbined in a given \;york. For 
exanlple, a C~onlic elllplotnlent is not cOlnpatible with a Mechanistic argu
rnent, just as a Radical ideology is not c01l1patible \vith a Satirical enlplot
I11ent. t-rhere are, as it were, elective affinities alllong the various I110des that 
Blight be used to gain an explanatory affect on the different levels of C0111pO

sition. And these elective affinities are based on the structural homologies 
which can be discerned an10ng the possible l1lodes of c111plotIl1ent, argu-
11lent, and ideological irnplication. rrhe affinities can be represented graphi
cally as follows: 

Mode of 
E n1/JZotlnent 

IZornantic 
tT"ragic 
C01l1ic 

Satirical 

~lode of 
Argulnent 

Formist 
~M~cchanistic 

Organicist 
C:on textualist 

Mode of Ideological 
I n1plication 

Anarchist 
IZadical 

Conserva tive 
]~iberal 

rrhese affinities are not to be taken as necessary combinations of the 1110des 
in a given historian. ()n the contrary, the dialectical tension which charac
terizes the \vork of every lllaster historian usually arises fronl an effort to \ved 
a rnode of en1plotu]cnt vvith a ITlode of argument or of ideological inlplica
tiOl1 which is inconsonant \vith it. For exan1plc, as I \vill sho\7v, J\;lichclct 
tried to cornbine a Rornantic ell1plob11ent and a F'ornlist argUI11ent with an 
ideology that is explicitly [liberal, So, too, Burckhardt used a Satirical el11plot~ 
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lnent and a Contextualist arglunent in the service of an ideological position 
that is explicitly Conservative and ultinlately Reactionary. Hegel enlplotted 
history on t\VO levels~'rragic on the microcoslllic, Comic on the macrocos
nlic-both of \vhich are justified by appeal to a lllode of argulllent that is 
Organicist, \vith the result that one can derive either Radical or C'onservative 
ideological inlplica tions froll1 a reading of his work. 

But, in every case, dialectical tension evolves \vithin the context of a coher
ent vision or presiding inlage of the form of the whole historical field. This 
gives to the individual thinker's conception of that field the aspect of a self
consistent totality. And this coherence and consistency give to his work its 
distinctive stylistic attributes. rrhe problen1 here is to deternline the grounds 
of this coherence and consistency. In 111y view, these grounds are poetic, and 
specifically linguistic, in nature. 

Before the historian can bring to bear upon the data of the historical field 
the conceptual apparatus he \vin use to represent and explain it, he must first 
prefigure the field-that is to say, constitute it as an object of ll1ental percep
tion. rrhis poetic act is indistinguishable fron1 the linguistic act in which the 
field is Blade ready for interpretation as a d0111ain of a particular kind. That 
is to say, before a given dOlnain can be interpreted, it must first be construed 
as a ground inhabited by discernible figures. The figures, in turn, must be 
conceived to be classifiable as distinctive orders, classes, genera, and species 
of phen0l11ena. :LvIorcover, they 111ust be conceived to bear certain kinds of 
relationships to one another, the transformations of which \vill constitute 
tl " b1 " b • 1 h 1 " 1 '" 'd 1 h I 1 f __ Ie pro 1 enlS' to ,- e SOlvea uy tac exp_ana bans pravl ec on t e eve s 0 
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en1p_otnlcnt and argU111cnt In tl1e narratIve. 
In other \vords, the historian confronts the historical field in ITluch the 

sanle vvay that the granl111arian i1light confront a nevV' language. His first 
pro blenl is to distinguish alllong the lexical, gralnnla tical, and syntactical 
elenlents of the fielcl. ()nly then can he undertake to interpret \vhat any given 
configuration of elenlcnts or transforn1ations of their relationships 11lean. In 
short, the historian's problenl is to construct a linguistic protocol, c0111plctc 
,vith lexical, granl111atical, syntactical, and selnantic dinlensions, by which to 
characterize the field and its elClnents in his own ternlS (rather than in the 
tern1S in \vhich they COl1le labeled in the dOClllnents thelllselves), and thus to 

,"I - r '1 i .• - d t I' h 'II b tl prepare tllell1 lor '( 1e explanatIon an'_ represen arIon e \tVl su sequen y 
offer of theITl in his narrative. 'rhis preconceptl1al linguistic protocol will in 
turn bc~by virtue of its essentially prefigurative l1ature~characterizable in 
tern1S of the d0l11inant tropological 11lode in which it is cast. 

Historical accounts purport to be verbal 111odels, or icons, of specific seg
TI1ents of the historical process. But such 1110dels are needed because the 
docunlentary record docs not figure forth an unalnbiguous image of the 
structure of events attested ill then-I. In order to figure "vvhat really hap-

1'" - 1 - 1 - r , 1 h .. . £1- r' - 'bl penea" In tne past, t leretore, tHe lllstoflan ITll1St 1 rst prengure as a POSS! _e 
object of kno\vledge the "vhole set of events reported in the doclnnents. rrhis 
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prefigurative act is poetic inaSnll1ch as it is precognitive and precritical in the 
econolllY of the historian's own consciousness. It is also poetic insofar as it is 
constitutive of the structure that will subsequently be i111agcd in the ycrbal 
1110del offered by the historian as a representation and explanation of '\vhat 
really happened" in the past. But it is constitutive not oIlly of a dOll1ain 
which the historian can tl:eat as a possible object of (111ental) perception. It 
is also constitutive of the concepts he will use to identify the objects that 
inhabit that d0111ain and to characterize the hinds of relationships they can 
sustain vvith one another. In the poetic act which precedes the forInal analysis 
of the field, the historian both creates his object of analysis alld predeter~ 
ll1ines the 1110dality of the conceptual strategies he will use to explain it. 

But the I1ulnber of possible explanatory strategies is not infinite. 'There 
are, ill fact7 four principal types, vvhich correspond to the four principal 
tropes of poetic language. Accordingly, we End the categories for analyzing 
the different Blodes of thought, representation, and explanation lnet vvTith in 
such nonscientific fields as historiography in the TIlodalities of poctic language 
itself. In short, the theory of tropes provides us \vith a basis for classifying 
the deep structural forIlls of the historical ilnaginCl tion in a given period of 
its evolution. 

e 'r-'1 'T} r 'I' e_~-<0 - (i.e ~" 1eory or _ ropes 

~Both traditioual poetics and rnodcrn language theory identify four basic 
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1il 'rhe two leading exponents of the tropological conception of nonscientific (rnythic, 
artistic, and oneiric) discourse arc the Structuralists H._or-nan J akohson aBd C~lande Levi
Stranss. '1 'he latter uses the NIctaphorical-rvletonYll1ical dyad as the basis for his analysis of 
the ualnillg systenl.s in priIl1itive cultures and as a key to the c0111prehcnsiol1 of 111yths. See 
(~lal1c1c Lcvi~StnnlSs7 T'he Savdge 1\'Ii1ld

1 
pp~ 20 5~-44; and, for an exposition of i·he IllCthod, 

see Ednnlud Leach, C;Zclucie Levi-Strauss (:r~C'w York, 19?~), pp. 47ft Jakobsoll uses the 
saIHe dyad as the basis for a linguistic theory of poetics. See his brilliant essay '(Linguistics 
aud Poetics/' in Style in JAll1guage7 cd. T'holnas A. Seheok (I'-Jcw "York and London, 1960 ) J 

pp. 3 50~'77; and the hlIl10US chapter 5 of ]l0I11C1n Jakobson and Nlorris I-Iallc, Fllnd(17nen
hils of Lclllgl[(Jf~e C s~(:ravcllhaf~c, lC) 56) J clltitlcd W]'hc Nlctaphoric and JV[etonY111ic Poles," 
now repriuted in C;ritical 'Theory since Plato) cd. Hazard /\danls (Ncvv Y'ork, 1971)? pp. 
1113---1 G~ F'or a sirnilar applicatioll of this dyad to the pIohlcrn of characterizing the lin~ 
pui<-;tic (trnchue (If rhr';:Pll(' in 'I)S\1ChO'lll,}lv'-'i-: ('{'P J'lCClllf'C' I :1C'ln «The 11~ll'i,s-l"enc£~ of -L'-hc CJ .,-- - v - - - _~_ .... -"<:_.J.~ d __ ~ __ l] __ .../ __ '- _ _ l_ ~/d~u'j \..)\'./\"=" (.~ _ "'-./lJ _.J ..... D u __ , __ "--'" .1._ J__ - '-' -

Letter in the lJncollscicHJs/ 7 in Strllciurafisrn, cd, Jacques !';hnnann (r~e\v York, 1966), 
pp. lOl~3()· 

L(vi .. Stranss; JakohsoTI, and 
linguistic bc11aviof, reprCSClltillg 

(IloI11inal) axes of speech acts. 

JVlctallhol' alld IVlctonYIl1Y as the "poles" of 
the contiHllouS (verbal) aud discontinuous 

in Jakobson l s linguistic theory of stylc7 Synecdoche and 
Irony arc treated as species of JVle1:o11ynlY7 vvhich in turn is vic\vcd as the fUllc1aUlcntal trope 
of <'realistic" prose. rf1hus, for exanlplc;> Jakobsoll "\vrites: "the study of poetic tropes has 
been directed l11C1inly toward llHtapilof1 and the so~called realistic literature, intiruatcly tied 
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with the metonymic principle, still defies interpretation, although the same linguistic 
methodology, which poetics uses when analyzing the metaphorical style of romantic poetry, 
is entirely applicable to the metonymic texture of realistic prose." See Jakobson, "Lin
guistics and Poetics," p. 375. As a matter of fact, the analysis of the history of realism 
in the novel in ternlS of its essentially Metonymical content was carried out by Stephen 
Ullmann, Style in the French Novel (Cambridge, 1967). Ullmann demonstrates the pro
gressive "nonlinalization" of the essentially "verbal" style of the Romantic novel frord 
Stendhal to Sartre. 

Fruitful as the Metaphorical-Metonymical dyad has proven to be for the analysis of 
linguistic phenomenon, however, its use as a franlework for characterizing literary styles is, 
in illy view, limited. I am inclined to utilize the fourfold conception of the tropes, conven
tional since the Renaissance, for distinguishing among different stylistic conventions within 
a single tradition of discourse. As Enlile Benveniste has suggested in his penetrating essay 
on Freud's theory of language: t(it is style rather than language that we would take as term 
of comparison with the properties that Freud has disclosed as indicative of oneiric lan
guage .... The unconscious uses a veritable trhetoric' which, like style, has its 'figures,' and 
the old catalogue of the tropes would supply an inventory appropriate to the two types of 
expression [symbolic and significative 1." Enlile Benveniste, ttRemarks on the Function of 
Language in Freudian Theory," in Problenls of General Linguistics (Coral Gables, Fla., 
1971), p. 75. In this essay, Benveniste collapses the distinction betvveen poetic and prosaic 
language, behveen the langnage of dreanls and that of waking consciousness, between the 
Metaphorical and MetonYIl1ical poles. This is consistent ,:vith my contention that the 
similarities between poetic and discursive representations of reality are as inlportant as the 
differences. For it is with "realistic" fictions as it is with dreams: (tThe nature of the con~ 
tent 111akes all the varieties of nletaphor appear, for synlbols of the unconscious take both 
their nleaning and their difficulty fronl metaphoric conversion. 'fhey also enlploy what 
traditional rhetoric calls I11etonynlY (the container for the contents) and synecdoche (the 
part for the ,:vhole) [sic], and if the tsyntax' of the symbolic sequences calls forth one 
device 11lore than any other, it is ellipsis." Ibid. 

Part of the difficulty in nl0ving fronl a linguistic to a stylistic characterization of the 
fornls of realistic literature Inay lie in the failure to exploit the conventional rhetorical 
distinction between tropes and figures on the one hand and that between tropes and 
schcnles on the other. Sixteenth~ccntury rhetoricians, following Peter Ranlus, classified the 
figures of ,speech in ternlS of the four tropes (or modes) of Metaphor, Metonymy, 
Synecdoche, and Irony, but \vithout stressing their mutual exclusiveness, thereby providing 
a 1110re supple conception of poetic discourse and a more subtle differentiation of literary 
styles than that offered by the bipolar systenl favored by TIlodern linguisticians. While 
keeping the basic binary distinction between Metaphor and MetonYIuy, sonle rhetoricians 
went on to view Synecdoche as a kind of NIetaphorical usage and Irony as a kind of 
MetonYlnical one. 1'his pennits the distinction between integrative language on the one 
hand and dispersive 1anguage on the other, \vhile still allowing further distinctions regard
ing degrees of integration or reduction airned at in different stylistic conventions. In The 
Nelv Science (1725, 1740)' Giambattista \Tico utilized the fourfold distinction among the 
tropes as a basis for differentiating the stages of consciousness through which mankind has 
passed frolll primitivisl1l to civilization. Instead of seeing an opposition between poetic 
(rnythic) consciousness and prosaic (scientific) consciousness, therefore, Vieo saw a 
continuity. See 1'homas G. Bergin and ]\!Iax I-I. Fisch, trans., The J\re'w Science of Gialn
hattista \lico (Ithaca, !\f:Y., 1968), bk. 2, pp. 129f£., on "Poetic Wisdonl.1' On the 
rhetorical theory of the Renaissance and for a catalog of the standard figures of speech 
and of the tropes, see Lee J\. Sonnino, i\ Handbooh to Sixteenth Century Rhetoric (Lon

don, 1968), pp. 10-14, 243-46. 
The distinction bct\veen schernes and figures is rnade in conventional rhetoric on the 
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following basis: a scherna (whether of words [lexeos] or of thought [dianoia]) is an order 
of representations involving no "irrational" leaps or substitutions; by contrast, a figura 
involves precisely such an irrational (or at least unexpected) substitution, as, for example, 
in the phrase "cold passions" when the adjective "hot" lllight have been expected. But 
what is rational and \vhat is irrational in linguistic usage? A.ny figure of speech is rational 
'which produces the effect of conlnlunication ainled at by the user. And the same nlight 
well be said of schenles, \vhether of words or of thoughts. T'he creative use of language 
adn1its, indeed denlands, departure fronl what consciousness in the act of reading, think
ing, or hearing anticipates on the basis of convention. And this \vould be as trne of 
"realistic" prose discoursc as of poetry, however "Rolnantic." What fOrInal tenninological 

systcrl1s, such as those devised for denoting the data of physics, envisage is the e1iulination 
of figurative usage altogether, the construction of perfect "schen1ata" of words in which 
nothing <'unexpected" appears in the designation of the objects of study. For exaulplc, the 
agreen1ent to use calculus as the tern1inological system for discussing the physical reality 
postulated by J'.Jewton represents the schenlatization of that area of discourse, though not 
of the thought about its objects of study. 1'hought about the physical world rClnains essen
tially fIgurative, progrcssing by all sorts of "irrational" leaps and bounds fronl one theory 
to anothcr~--bllt always within the Metonyruical Illode. The problelll for the creative 
physicist is to cast his insigllts, derived by figurative 111eans, in the SChCl11a of 'words specified 
for cOI1lITIunicating with other physicists COlT1I11itted to the ll1athelnatical tenllinological 
SYStCl11 provided by r..J cwton. 

The fnndarnental prohlern of "realistic" representation of those areas of experience not 
ten:ninologically disciplined in the way that physics is, is to provide an adequate schen1a of 
words for representing the schenla of thoughts \vhich it takes to be the truth about reality, 
But, \vhen it is a n-Iatter of characterizing an area of experience over which there is no 
fundarncutal aglceU1cnt about vvhat it consists of or what its tIue nature l11ight be, or when 
it is ct Il1atter of challenging a conventional characterization of a phenornenon such as a 
revolution, the distinction between vvhat is legitin1ately "expected" and what is not falls 
away. 'fhe thought ahout the object to be represented and the words to be llsed in repre
senting either the object or the thought about the object arc all consigned to the usages of 
figurative discourse. It is irnperative, therefore, \vhen analyzing putative "realistic" repre
sentations of reality to detenninc the d0111inant poetic 11l0de in which its discourse is cast. 
By identifying the c1()1ninant 1110de (or 111odes) of discourse, one penetrates to that level of 
consciousness on vvhich a world of experience is constituted prior to being analyzed. A.nel, 
by retaining the fourfold distinction anlong the "rnaster tropes," as Kenneth Burke calls 

theIIl, one can specify the different "styles of thought" which lTlight appear, lllore or less 
hidden, in any representation of reality, whether TIlanifestly poetic or prosaic. See Burke, 
Gran1.1nar, app. D, pp. 503~17. Cf. Paul lIenle, ed., Language, T'hought, and Culture 
(A.nn j\rhor, ]\;Jich" 1966), pp. 173-'95. T'he literature on the tropes is varied and beset 
by congenital disagreenlent. SOBle of the problenls Illet with in trying to analyze the 
tropological dinlensions of discourse can be seen in the various characterizations of the 
tropes given in the Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics, ed. Alex Prenlinger 
et al. (Princeton, lC)65). 

J:tetcntiol1 of the fourfold analysis of figurative language has the added advantage of 
resisting the fan into an essentially dualistic conception of styles \vhich the bipolar con

ception of style-CHIn-language prOTIlotes. In fact, the fourfold classification of the tropes 
pern1its the use of the c0111binatorial possibilities of a dual-binary classification of styles. 

By its use we are not forced, as Jakobson is, to divide the history of nineteenth-century 
literature between a rOlnantic-poetic-J\;letaphorical tradition on the one hand and a 
realistic-prosaic-Metonyrnical tradition on the other. Both traditions can be seen as elernents 
in a single cOllvention of discourse in which all of the tropological strategies of linguistic 
usage are present, but present in different degrees in different writers and thinkers. 
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objects in different kinds of indirect, or figurative, discourse. They are espe
cially useful for understanding the operations by which the contents of expe
rience which resist description in unambiguous prose representations can be 
prefiguratively grasped and prepared for conscious apprehension. In Meta
phor (literally, "transfer"), for example, phenomena can be characterized in 
terms of their similarity to, and difference frolll, one another, in the manner 
of analogy or sinlile, as in the phrase u my love, a rose." Through MetonYlny 
(literally, "name change"), the name of a part of a thing may be substituted 
for the name of the vvhole, as in the phrase "fifty sail" when what is indicated 
is "fifty ships." With Synecdoche, \vhich is regarded by some theorists as a 
fornl of ~letonY111y, a phenonlenon can be characterized by using the part 
to synlbolize SOllle quality presunled to inhere in the totality, as in the expres
sion "He is all heart." Through Irony, finally, entities can be characterized 
by \yay of negating on the figurative level vvhat is positively affirnled on the 
literal level. The figures of the Inanifestly absurd expression (catachresis), 
such as ((blind 111ouths," and of explicit paradox (oxynloron), such as "cold 
passion," can be taken as e111blenls of this trope. 

Irony, J\,1etonyrny, and Synecdoche are kinds of Metaphor, but they differ 
froln one another in the kinds of reductions or intergrations they effect on 
the literal level of their nleanings and by the kinds of illuminations they aim 
at on the figurative level. lVletaphor is essentially representational, Meton
ylny is reductionist, Synecdoche is integrative, and Irony is negational. 

For exanlple, the Metaphorical expression "my love, a rose," affirms the 
adequacy of the rose as a representation of the loved one. It asserts that a 
silnilarity exists between tvvo objects in the face of nlanifest differences 
betvveen thenl. But the identification of the loved one with the rose is only 
literally asserted. TIle phrase is nleant to be taken figuratively, as an indica
tion of the qualities of beauty, preciousness, delicacy, and so on, possessed by 
the loved one. The terIn ulove" serves as a sign of a particular individual, 
but the term "rose" is understood to be a ('figure" or "sYlnbol" of the quali
ties ascribed to the loved one. The loved one is identified with the rose, but 
in such a way as to sustain the particularity of the loved one while suggest
ing the qualities that she (or he) shares with the rose. The loved one is not 
reduced to a rose, as would be the case if the phrase were read Metonymyi
cally, nor is the essence of the loved one taken to be identical with the 
essence of the rose, as would be the case if the expression were understood 
as a Synecdoche. Nor, obviously, is the expression to be taken as an iInplicit 
negation of what is explicitly affirmed, as in the case of Irony. 

A sinlilar kind of representation is contained in the MetonYInical expres
sion "fifty sail" when it is used to mean "fifty ships." But here the term 
"sail" is substituted for the ternl "ship" in such a way as to reduce the whole 
to one of its parts. T\vo different objects are being in1plicitly compared (as 
in the phrase "Illy love, a rose"), but the objects are explicitly conceived to 
bear a part-vvhole relationship to each other. The modality of this relation-
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ship, however, is not that of a 11licrocosnl-11lacrocosIl1, as would be true if 
the term "sail" were intended to syn1bolize the quality shared by both 
"ships" and "sails," in which case it \vould be a Synecdoche. Rather, it is 
suggested that "ships" are in some sense identifiable with that part of thenl
selves without which they cannot operate. 

In Metonyn1Y, phenolnena are implicitly apprehended as bearing relation
ships to one another in the lllodality of part-part relationships, on the basis 
of which one can effect a reduction of one of the parts to the status of an 
aspect or function of the other. To apprehend any given set of phenolnena 
as existing in the 1110dality of part-part relationships (not, as in Metaphor, 
object-object relationships) is to set thought the task of distinguishing 
between those parts which are representative of the whole and those which 
are sinlply aspects of it. l'hl1s, for exanlple, the expression Uthe roar of thun
der" is MetonY111ical. In this expression the whole process by which the 
sound of thunder is produced is first divided into two kinds of phen0l11Cna: 
tha t of a cause on the one hand (the thunder); and that of an effect on the 
other (the roar). 1'hen, this division having been lnade, the thunder is 
related to the roar in the lllodality of a cause-effect reduction. The sound 
signified by the tCflYl t'thunder" is endo\vecl with the aspect of a "roar" (a 
particular kind of sound), which pern1its one to speak (Metonynlically) of 
the "thunder causing the roar." 

By J\1etonynlY, then, one can sinl1Iltaneously distinguish between two 
phenomena and reduce one to the status of a Inanifestation of the other. T'his 
reduction ll1ay take the form of an agent-act relationship ("the thunder 
roars") or a cause-effect relationship ("the roar of thunder"). And, by such 
reductions, as VieD, I-Icgel, and f,rietzsche all pointed out, the phenomenal 
world can be populated with a host of agents and agencies that are presumed 
to exist behind it. Once the world of phenolllena is separated into two orders 
of being (agents and causes on the one hand, acts and effects on the other), 
the prilnitive consciousness is endowed, by purely linguistic 111eans alone, 
with the conceptual categories (agents, causes, spirits, essences) necessary 
for the theology, science, and philosophy of civilized reflection. 

But the essentially extrinsic relationship that is presumed to characterize 
the two orders of phen0I11ena in all Metonymical reductions can by Synecdo
che be construed in the lllanner of an intrinsic relationship of shared qllali~ 
ties. NletonYll1Y asserts a difference between phen0111ena construed in the 
manner of part-part relationships. The "part" of experience which is appre
hended as an 4ieffect" is related to that "part" which is apprehended as 
"cause" in the Blanner of a reduction. By the trope of Synecdoche, however, 
it is possible to construe the two parts in the ll1anner of an integration within 
a whole that is qualitatively different frolll the sum of the parts and of which 
the parts are but rnicrocosnlic replications. 

By way of illustrating what is involved in Synecdochic usage, I will analyze 
the expression uHe is all heart." In this expression, there is what appears to 
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be a ~1etonylny-that is to say, the nan1e of a part of the body is used to 
characterize the whole body of the individual. But the terlll Uheart" is to be 
understood figuratively as designating, not a part of the body, but that 
quality of character conventionally symbolized by the term "heart" in West
ern culture. The terlll "heart" is not meant to be construed as designating a 
part of the anatomy \vhose function can be used to characterize the function 
of the \vhole body, as in "fifty sail" for ~'fifty ships." Rather, it is to be con
strued as a sYlnbol of a quality that is characteristic of the whole individual, 
considered as a combination of physical and spiritual elelnents, all of which 
participate in this quality in the 1110dality of a microcosmic-Inacrocosmic 
relationship. 

Thus, in the expression "He is all heart," a Synecdoche is superin1posed 
on a IV!etonyn1Y. If the expression \vere taken literally, it would be senseless. 
Read NletonYl11ical1y, it \vould be reductive, inasn1uch as it would only in1ply 
recognition of the centrality of the heart to the functioning of the organis111 
in order to be even figuratively suggestive. But read Synecdochically-that 
is, as a statc111ent suggesting a qualitative relationship an10ng the elements 
of a totality~it is integrative rather than reductive. Unlike the Metonymi
cal expression Ufifty sail," used as a figure for "fifty ships," it is rneant to 
signal not si111ply a "nalne change" but a name change designating a totality 
(~'He") which possesses some quality (generosity, con1passion, etc.) that 
suffuses and constitutes the essential nature of all the parts that make it up. 
As a lvletonY111Y, it suggests a relationship an10ng the various parts of the 
body \vhich is to be understood in ter111S of the central function of the heart 
an10ng those parts. As a Synecdoche, however, the expression suggests a 
relationship anlong the parts of the individual, considered as a combination 
of physical and spiritual attributes, \vhich is qualitative in nature and in 
\vhich all of the parts participate. 

\Ve consider the three tropes thus far discussed as paradignls, provided by 
language itself, of the operations by \vhich consciousness can prefigure areas 
of experience that are cognitively problematic in order subsequently to sub-
111it thenl to analysis and explanation. That is to say, in linguistic usage 
itself, thought is provided \vith possible alternative paraclig111s of explana
tion. Nletaphor is representational in the way that FOrnlisl11 can be seen to 
be. ~/Ietonyn1y is reductive in a Mechanistic n1anner, while Synecdoche is 
integrative in the \vay that OrganicisI11 is. Metaphor sanctions the prefigura
tion of the \vorld of experience in object-object ternls, Metonymy in part
part ter111S, and Synecdoche in object-\vhole ternlS. Each trope also prOlTIotes 
cultivation of a unique linguistic protocol. These linguistic protocols can be 
caned the languages of identity (Metaphor), extrinsicality (MetonYlny), and 
intrinsicality (Synecdoche). 

Against these three tropes, \v hich I characterize as "naive" (since they can 
be deployed only in the belief in language's capacity to grasp the nature 0.( 
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things in figurative tern1s), the trope of Irony stands as a d sentin1ental" (in 
Schiller's sense of ~'self-consciol1s") counterpart. It has been suggested that 
Irony is essentially dialectical, inasmuch as it represents a self-conscious use 
of Metaphor in the interests of verbal self-negation. The basic figurative 
tactic of Irony is catachresis (literally "nlisuse")., the Inanifestly absurd 
Metaphor designed to inspire Ironic second thoughts about the nature of the 
thing characterized or the inadequacy of the characterization itself. l'he 
rhetorical figure of aporicl (literally "doubt"), in vvhich the author signals in 
advance a real or feigned disbelief in the truth of his own statelnents, could 
be considered the favored stylistic device of Ironic language, in both fiction 
of the 1110re urealistic" sort and histories that are cast in a self-consciously 
skeptical tone or are "relativizing" in their intention. 

l'hc ailn of the Ironic staten1ent is to affirm tacitly the negative of what is 
on the literal level affirlned positively, or the reverse. It presupposes that the 
reader or auditor already knows, or is capable of recognizing, the absurdity 
of the characterization of the thing designated in the J\lJetaphor, MetonynlY, 
or Synecdoche used to give forn1 to it. Thus, the expression t'He is all heart" 
becomes Ironic when uttered in a particular tone of voice or in a context in 
which the person designated Inanifestly docs not possess the qualities attrib
uted to hi111 by the use of this Synecdoche. 

It can be seen inl111ediately that Irony is in one sense ll1etatropological, for 
it is deployed in the self-conscious a\tvareness of the possible rnisuse of figura
tive language, Irony presupposes the occupation of a 4Crealistic" perspective 
on reality? fro111 which a nonfigurative representation of the vvorld of experi
ence ll1ight be provided. Irony thus represents a stage of consciousness in 
vvhich the problernatical nature of language itself has become recognized. It 
points to the potential foolishness of all linguistic characterizations of reality 
as l11l1ch as to the absurdity of the beliefs it parodies. It is therefore '\lialec
tical," as Kenneth Burke has noted, though not so 111uch in its apprehension 
of the process of the world as in its apprehension of the capacity of language 
to obscure 1110re than it clarifies in any act of verbal figuration. In Irony, 
figurative language folds back upon itself and brings its own potentialities for 
distorting perception under question. 1'his is why characterizations of the 
\vodel cast in the Ironic 1110de arc often regarded as intrinsically sophisticated 
and realistic. jfhey appear to signal the ascent of thought in a given area of 
inquiry to a level of self-consciousness on \vhich a genuinely ~'enlightened" ~ 
that is say, selrcritical~~~conceptualization of the world and its processes 
has becoTI1c possihle, 

1~'he trope of Irony, then, provides a linguistic paradign1 of a lTIode of 
thought \vhich js radically self~critical \vith respect not only to a given char
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adequately the truth of things in language. It is~ in short, a rnode1 of the 
linguistic protocol in \vhich skepticislTl in thought and rc]ativis111 in ethics are 
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conventionally expressed. As a paradiglll of the fornl a representation of the 
,vorld process ITlight take, it is inherently hostile to the "naive" fornlulations 
of the Fornlist, Nlechanistic, and Organicist strategies of explanation. And 
its fictional fornl, Satire, is intrinsically antagonistic to the archetypes of 
R0111anCe, C0111edy, and Tragedy as lTIodes of representing the forms of 
significant hUlllan develop111ent. 

Existentially projected into a full-blovvn world view, Irony would appear 
to be trans ideological. Irony can be used tactically for defense of either 
Liberal or Conservative ideological positions, depending on \vhether the 
Ironist is speaking against established social forn1s or against ':'utopian" 
refOfIl1erS seeking to change the status quo. And it can be used offensively by 
the Anarchist and the F,adical, to pillory the ideals of their Liberal and 
Conservative opponents. But, as the basis of a world view, Irony tends to 
dissolve an belief in the possibility of positive political actions. In its 
apprehension of the essential folly or absurdity of the hUll1an condition, it 
tends to engender belief in the "nladness" of civilization itself and to inspire 
a Mandarin-like disdain for those seeking to grasp the nature of social reality 
in either science or art. 

~~ The Phases of Nineteenth-Century Historical Consciousness 

l'he theory of tropes provides a \vay of characterizing the dOlllinant 1110des 
of historical thinking \yhich took shape in Europe in the nineteenth century. 
And, as a basis for a general theory of poetic language, it pern1its me to 
characterize the deep structure of the historical inlagination of that period 
considered as a closed-cycle developlllent. For each of the 1110des can be 
regarded as a phase;> or rn0l11cnt, within a tradition of discourse \vhich 
evolves rr0111 rvIetaphorical, through rvletonyn1ical and Synecdochic cOlnpre

hensions of the historical \vorld, into an Ironic apprehension of the irreduc
ible relativis1l1 of an kno\vledgc. 

1'he first phase of nineteenth-century historical consciousness took shape 
vvithin the context of a crisis in late Enlightennlent historical thinking. 
Thinkers such as Voltaire, Gibbon, I-Iu111e, Kant, and Robertson had finally 
COlne to viev\' history in essentially Ironic terl11S. The pre-Rol1lantics
Rousseau, J l1stus rv:loser, f:dn1unc1 Burke, the Swiss nature poets, the Stiirn1.er 
und Driinger, and especially Herdcr~opposed to this Ironic conception of 
history a self-consciously "naive" counterpart. ~rhe principles of this concep
tion of history \vere not consistently "vorked out, nor vvere they unifornl1y 

adhered to by the different critics of the Englightenment, but all of them 
h "i .' - 1 f' '1' 'fl t l' d' ((, 1" s area a COITllTlon antlpat 1y or Its ratlona ISITI. ley le_leve In empat_1Y 

as a ll1ethod of historical inquiry, and they cultivated a sy111pathy for those 
aspects of both history and hll111anity \vhich the Enlighteners had vie\ved 
vvith scorn or condescension. 1\S a result of their opposition, there developed 
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a gen nine CrISIS ill historical thinking, a deep disagreenlen t over the proper 
attitude vvith vvhich to approach the study of history. This schis111 inevitably 
inspired interest in historical theory, and, by the first decade of the nine~ 
teenth century, the "problern of historical knovvlec1ge" had lTIovcd to the 
center of concerns of the philosophers of the period. 

lIegel \vas the philosopher who gave this problen1 its I110St profound for~ 
111ulation. During the period bet\vcen his Pheno111enology of Mirtel (1806) 
and his PhilosO/Jhy of IJistory (1830~31), he correctly identified the princi~ 
pal cause of the schisl11: the irreducible differences betvveen an Ironic and a 
Metaphorical 1110de of apprehending the historical field. ]\![oreover, in his 
ovvn philosophy of history, I~Iegcl offered a reasoned justification for conceiv~ 
ing it ill the Synecdochic 1110dc. 

During this sanle period, of course, ~Enlightenn1cnt rationalislTI vvas being 
revised in an Organicist direction by the French Positivists. In the vvork of 
Auguste Conlte, vvhosc COHrs de la philosophie positive began to appear in 
1830, the IVlechanistic theories of explanation of the Enlightenrnent \vere 
vvedded vvith an Organicist conception of the historical process. r-fhis per-
111itted C=Olnte to c111plot history as a C:0111edy, thereby dissolving the Satiric 
Inythos that had reflected the pessirnislTl of late B:nlightenrnent historiog
raphy. 

rrhus, during the first third of the nineteenth century, three distinct 
"schools" of historical though t took shape: ((lZoI11antic," ··Idealist," and 
~~Positivist" ~And, although they disagreed with one another over the proper 
lIlcthod of stndying and explaining history, they \vcrc one in their repudia~ 
j • r J 1 1 ~. I J • I 1 ~ . J 1 l' 1 1 I -[,~ l' 1 I • l' 1 J {IOn or t~le lIOIllC a[(lru( e \Vlt 1 W _11C~1 0 ate .I'JIlllg_1tCnrncnt ratlona IstS Ian 

l~ 1 '1 OJ r 1 . I-g-q' 1 ~ . 1 ~ 0 • 11' approac len L1C stuuy or tnc past. 1 HIS S lared antIpatlY to lrony 111 a ~ Its 
forrns accounts in large part for the enth l1SiaSll1 for historical studies \vhich 
vvas characteristic of tlie i'ilnc and for the self-confident tone of early nine
tcenth-~century historiography, \vhich prevailed in spite of crucial differences 
over questions of "rncthodology.?7 

also accouuts for the particular tone of historical thinking during its 
'I I, ( - , , !, t ~l· ." ~l ~ j • 1 - -l r - 1 () 8 seconc, Ina ture or C_ClSSIC, p lase, \\1tUC_l lastcc lIOll1 arounc 1030 to 1 )70 

or thereabout. l1'hi5 period \vas characterized by sllstained debate over histor
ical tllcory and by the consistellt production of lllassive narrative accounts of 
n']S""L' C'°l11tprf'<: '=lncl ~ocieh('>;;: I:, 0\;"\1~lC' d"1,31nO' l"hie p)ll'lc'p: I'oh:lt i'hc fonr g-rea- t rLl ~ _~l~.LlL1 '--~ ___ .~_!.J '"'-./.!.J~=_JlJ~ ~L l'L",,"V "-=-Ll_~-b _=u _ _ ULJL _Ib-~ ___ ~ __ J L_ 

tt rll 'p:'terc77 ()f nll1 f-tccnth-cP lltufv ll-istorioPT':rI'1h\r~NTlchelet H-'lnkf' rrqC(ll1('~ ~- '--=1..3 - 0 "-- ~ ~-- ~v j __ \:J ~ -J _-1_l. - -- D_l.-l_J~-) -- J_ ~- ,- .... <..-~--_""'=/, . '- h/"--l -~ 

.j -I -, -'J ~ - -I ] 1 -I ~ OJ • -;. • • -I 1 -vILe;. and jjnrc..clarLt~prOClnceCl InClf pnnclp~L \VOL(S. 

\l\/hat is Illost striking about the historiography of this phase is the degree 
th{=:cretiCf-I-' CelfJ'ofl L 'Ciou{"ncC'(2 °in 'fvhich itC' f(-'nreC'enbJ~ivcC' c1rricd nut their ~-"'-- J_~~._ '~-i'._ LJ~ _ V~_"_L) ~_ LJ_ L-ot"UI....1 ~_~..!. V __ ~ ...... -0 ~bI.L~-="""""U-= ,--Ll~ L) ~"-.. ... _~~L.f",-,"" • __ " 

investigations of the past and COITlposed their narrative accounts of it 
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vic\ved the nature aud as 4'rcalistic" a that frOtH \vhich the 
statcsITICH period directed tIle fortunes of nations. ]Jl1ring this phase) 
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therefore, debate tended to turn on the question of the criteria by which a 
genuinely "realistic" conception of history Inight be judged. Like their con
temporaries in the novel, the historians of the tilne were concerned to produce 
in1ages of history vvhich \vere as free fron1 the abstractness of their Enligh t
enlnent predecessors as they \vere devoid of the illusions of their Ronlantic 
precursors. But, also like their contelnporaries in the novel (Scott, Balzac, 
Stendhal, Flaubert, and the Gonconrts), they succeeded only in producing 
as nlany different species of ·'realisln" as there vvere modalities for con
struing the V\!orld in figurative disconrse. Over against the Ironic "realis111" 
of the Enlightenlnent, they contrived a I1ulnber of cOlnpeting "realisms," 
each a projection of one or another of the modes of Metaphor, Metonymy, 
and Synecdoche. In fact, as I vvill show, the "historical realisnls" of lVlichelet, 
Tocqueville, and Ranke consisted of little nlore than critical elaborations of 
perspectives provided by these tropological strategies for processing experi
ence in specifically Hpoetic" vvays. And, in the "realisln" of Burckhardt, one 
witnesses the fall once nlore into that Ironic condition froin which "realism" 
itself vvas supposed to liberate the historical consciousness of the age. 

The exfoliation of these various nlodes of historical conceptualization was 
attended by, and to a large extent caused, further reflection on philosophy of 
history. During this second phase, philosophy of history tended to take the 
£or111 of an attack upon Hegel's systen1, but, in general, it did not succeed in 
taking thought about historical consciousness beyond the point where he had 
left it. The exception to this generalization is, of course, Marx, \vho attempted 
to con1bine the Synecdochic strategies of Hegel with the MetonYlnical 
strategies of the political econoll1yof his tilne in order to create a historical 
vision that' \vas at once "dialectical" and "rna terialistic" -tha t is to say, "his
torical" and "nlcchanistic" sin1llltaneonsly. 

~1arx hin1self represents the most consistent effort of the nineteenth cen
tury to tranSfOr111 historical study into a science. Moreover, his was the most 
consistent effort to analyze the relationship between historical consciousness 
on the one hand and the actual £ornls of historical existence on the other. In 
his vvork, the theory and practice of historical reflection are intiluately 
linked to the theory and practice of the society in \vhich they arose. More 
than any other thinker, J\!Iarx \vassensitivc to the ideological irnplicatiol1 of 
any conception of history which clainled the status of a "realistic" vision of 
the \vorld. Nlarx's o\vn conception of history was anything but Ironic, but he 
did sllcceed in revealing the ideological in1plications of every conception of 
history. And he provided thereby more than ample grounds for the descent 
into Ironv vvhich \vas to characterize the historical consciousness of the last 

J 

phase of the historical reflection of the age, the so-called crisis of historicism 
\vhich developed during the last third of the century. 

But historical thought had no need of a J\!Iarx to project it into its third, or 
crisis, phase. The very success of the historians of the second phase was 
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sufficient to plunge historical consciousness into that condition of Irony \vhich 
is the true content of the '~crisis of historicisI11." The consistent elaboration 
of a nU111ber of equally cOITlprehcnsive and plausible, yet apparently nlutu
ally exclusive, conceptions of the sanle sets of events was enough to under
ITIine confidence in history's clain1 to "objectivity," "scientificity," and "real
iSln." This loss of confidence \vas already perceivable in Burckhardt's \vork, 
which is rnanifestly aestheticist in spirit, skeptical in point of view, cynical in 
tone, and peSSil11istic of any effort to knovv the "real" truth of things. 

1'he philosophical counterpart of the Dlood represented by Burckhardt in 
historiography is, of course, Friedrich Nietzsche. But the aestheticisnl, skep
ticisnl, cynicisl11, and pessirnis111 vvhich were sinlply asslllned by Burckhardt 
as the bases of his peculiar brand of arealism" were self-consciously taken as 
problcrlls by Nietzsche. Moreover, they were considered Illanifestations of 
a condition of spiritual decadence which was to be overcorne in part by the 
freeing of historical consciousness £rol11 the i111possiblc ideal of a transcen-
1 t ~ 11 .;, l' I" ' 1 I :l nen a y rea 1St perspective on t le wor l . 

In his early philosophical \vorks, Nietzsche took as his problenl the Ironic 
consciousness of his age and, as a corollary of this, the specific fOrITIS of histor·· 
ical conceptualization vvhich sustain it. And, like Hegel before hinl (though 
in a different spirit and with a different airI1 in view), he sought to dissolve 
this Irony \vithout falling into the illusions of a naive R0111anticisI11. But 
Nietzsche does represent a return to the ROll1antic conception of the histori
cal process inas111uch as he attenlpted to assimilate historical thought to a 
notion of art that takes the Metaphorical B10de as its paradigmatic figurative 
strategy_ Nietzsche spoke of a historiography that is consciously 111etahistori
cal in its theory and ~'superhistorical" in its ainl. I-lis \vas, therefore, a 
defense of a self-consciously Metaphorical apperception of the historical 
field, which is to say that it \vas only MetalJhorically Ironic in its intention. 
In Nietzsche's thought about history, the psychology of historical conscious
ness is laid open to analysis; Ill0reover, its origins in a specifically poetic 
apprehension of reality are revealed. As a result, J'Jietzsche, as llluch as 
Marx, provided the grounds for that fall into the "crisis of historicisnl" to 
which the historical thought of his age succumbed. 

It was in response to the crisis of historicis111 that Benedetto C~'roce under
took his nlo11Ulnental investigations into the deep structure of historical con~ 
sciol1sncss. ljke Nietzsche, Croce recognized that the crisis reflected the 
triunlph of an essentially Ironic attitude of lnind. And, like hinl, he hoped 
to purge historical thinking of this Irony by assinlilating it to art. But in the 
process Croce was driven to contrive a particularly Ironic conception of art 
itself. In his efforts to assinlilate historical thought to art, he succeeded 
finally only in driving historical consciousness into a deeper awareness of its 
O\Vll Ironic condition. I-Ie subsequently attenlpted to save it froll1 the skepti
CiSI11 which this heightened self-consciousness pron1oted by assinlila ting his-
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tory to philosophy. But, in this effort, he succeeded only in historicizing 
philosophy, thereby rendering it as Ironically self-conscious of its limitations 
as historiography itself had become. 

As thus envisaged, the evolution of philosophy of history-from. Hegel, 
through Marx and Nietzsche, to Croce-represents the same development as 
that which can be seen in the evolution of historiography from Michelet, 
through Ranke and Tocqueville, to Burckhardt. TIle same basic modalities 
of conceptualization appear in both philosophy of history and historiography, 
though they appear in a different sequence in their fully articulated forms. 
The inlportant point is that, taken as a whole, philosophy of history ends in 
the sanle Ironic condition that historiography had come to by the last third 
of the nineteenth century. This Ironic condition differed fronl its late 
Enlightenment counterpart only in the sophistication with which it was 
expounded in philosophy of history and the breadth of learning which 
attended its elaboration in the historiography of the time. 
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Chapter 1 

~ Introduction 

THE HISTORICAL IMAGINATION 

BET\VEEN METAPHOR i\ND IRONY 

Nincteenth~ccntury European culture displayed everywhere a rage for a 
realistic apprehension of the world. rrhc tern1 ~trealistic," of conrse, n~leant 

S0111cthing other than a '';scientific~'' c0111prehension of the world, although 
certain self-designated "realists," such as the Positivists and Social Darwin
, 1- 'd -I'/: :I 1 ' " }'- " . h h l' d f - -1 ' r ] lS!S, 1 entlTICCt t_lell~ rea lS111 Wlt_~ t e KIn _ o. COl11pre lenslon or natura. 
processes v/hich the physical sciences provided. Even here, ho\vever, the terlTl 
" l' ,," d . 1 . 1 -- 1 h . I 1 1 rea ISITI tIaL connotatIons w 1Ie 1 suggesteo t -at rnOIe \vas IllVO. veo t lan a 
silnple application of ';~scientific 111ethod" to the data of history, society, and 
hlunan nature. FOf7 in spite of their generally "scientistic" orientation, the 
"realistic" aspirations of nineteenth-century thinkers and artists were 
infornled by an 3\Vareness that any effort to understand the historical world 
offered special problclllS, difficulties not presented in the hUlnan effort to 
cOlllprehend the world of Inerely physical process. 

1'he ll10St inlportant of these problerus was created by the fact that the 
student of the historical process was enclosed \tvithin it or involved in it in a 
way that the student of the natural process was not. 1'here \vas a sense in 
'which one could legitinlately ll1aintain that 111a11 was both in nature and 
outside it, that he /Jartici/Jctted in the natural process, but that he could also 
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transcend that process in consciousness, assume a position outside it, and view 
the process as manifested in those levels of natural integration which were 
demonstrably non- or prehulnan. But, when it can1e to reflection on history, 
only luan of all the beings of nature appeared to have a history; for all 
practical purposes, the t'historical process" existed only in the form of a gen
erally hunlan process. And, since "humanity" constituted the sole conceivable 
manifestation of that process which \vas called Uhistorical," it seemed inlpos
sible to nlake about the process as a whole generalizations of the sort that 
one could legitimately 11lake about "nature" in its purely physical, chemical, 
and biological dinlensions. "Realisl1l" in the natural sciences could be identi
fied with the "scientific method" developed since Newton at the latest for the 
analysis of natural processes. But vvhat a "realistic" conception of history 
might consist of "vas as 111uch a problem as the definition of such similarly 
illusive teril1S as "n1an," "culture," and "society." Each of the most inlpor
tant cultural nlovenlents and ideologies of the nineteenth century-Positiv
iS111, IdealisIl1, NaturalisIll, (literary) Realisn1, SYI1lbolislTI, Vitalisnl, Anar
chism, Liberalisn1, and so on-claimed to provide a more "realistic" 
c0111prehension of social reality than its COITIpetitors. Even the Symbolist 
contention that "the world is a forest of symbols" and the Nihilist denial of 
confidence in any possible systen1 of thought were attended by arguments on 
behalf of the "realistic" nature of their world views. 

To be a "realist" meant both to see things clearly, as they really were, 
and to dravv appropriate conclusions from this clear apprehension of reality 
for the living of a Rossible life on its basis. As thus envisaged, claiIDs to an 

- I 
essential "realism" )\vere at once episteITIological and ethical. One might 
stress the purely analytical or perceptual nature of one's "realisnl," as the 
In1pressionist painters did, or the illaral and prescriptive implications of 
one's clarity of vision, as did the so-called Neo-Machiavellians in political 
theory, such as Treitschke. But the claim to represent a "realistic" position 
on any matter entailed defense of that position on at least two grounds, 
epistemological and ethical. 

Froin our vantage point in the eighth decade of the tw·entieth century, we 
can now see that nl0st of the important theoretical and ideological disputes .. 
that developed in Europe between the French Revolution and World War I 
were in reality disputes over which group might claim the right to deter
mine of vvhat a "realistic" representation of social reality might consist. One 
man's "reality" was another lnan's "utopia," and what appeared to be the 
quintessence of a "realistic" position on one issue might represent the quint
essence of "naivete" froln a different perspective of that same issue. What is 
nl0st interesting about this whole period, considering it as a finished drama 
of inquiry and expression, is the general authority which the notion "real
ism" itself commanded. For every age, even the most fideistic, such as the 
Medieval period, gains its integral consistency from the conviction of its own 
capacities to knovv "reality" and to react to its challenges with appropriately 
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"realistic" responses. The express desire to be "realistic," then, must reflect 
a specific conception not so IYIUch of what the essence of "realislll" is as of 
what it llleans to be "unrealistic." The problenlatics of a "realistic" approach 
to reality are I11uch the saIne as those contained in the notions of "sanity" 
and "health." Such notions are l1l0re easily defined by what 111en of a given 
thne and place recognize as their opposites, "madness" and "sickness." So, 
too, the specific content of a given age's conception of "realism" is 1110re easily 
defined by what that age as a whole took to be aunrealislu" or "utopianis111." 
And, when it is a I11attcr of trying to characterize the historical thinking of an 
age in which Inany different conceptions of "historical realism" were con
tending for hegC111ony, it is necessary to ask what it was that these differ
ent conceptions of "realism" agreed upon as '':unrealism'' or "utopianisD1" 
in historical thinking in general. 

Nineteenth-century historical theorists generally agreed that the principal 
forn1s of historical thought of the period yvhich inlmedia tely preceded thenl 
=that is, those of the Enlightenrncnt=provided 1110dels of the dangers con
fronting any historical theory that claiuls the authority of a "realistic" 
world view. This is not to say that they rejected out of hand the entire 
historiographical productivity of Enlightenlnent thinkers. In fact, certain of 
the philosolJhes, and Bl0st notably Voltaire, continued to exercise a profound 
influence during the period of Romanticisnl, and Voltaire hill1self was 
regarded as an ideal worthy of enlulation by even as R0111antic a historian as 
Michelet. t~ onetheless, in general, yvha t nineteen th-cen tl1ry historical 
thought aspired to in the way of a "realistic" historiography can best be 
characterized in terms of what it objected to in its eighteenth-century prede~ 
cessors. And vvhat it objected to l1l0st in Enlightenlnent historiography was 
its essential irony, just as what it objected to lllOSt in its cultural reflection 
was its skelJticisn1. 

It did not, be it noted, object to what is usually regarded as the principal 
characteristic of Enlightennlent philosophy of history~that is to say, its 
presl1rned "optinlisnl" and the doctrine of progress which usually accom
panied it. For historical thinkers during the greater part of the nineteenth 
century were as interested as their eighteenth-century counterparts had been 
in providing the bases for belief in the possibility of ':'progress" on the one 
hand and SOBle kind of justification for historical Uoptilnism" on the other. 
For nlost of theIn, the concept of "progress" and the feeling of "optimisll1" 
were c01l1patible with the ('realistic" world view to which they hoped to 
contribute through their historical writings. For them, the i111portant point 
was that the concept of progress and its accoll1panying optimism had not yet 
been provided with adequate cognitive justification. SOllle of them~most 
notably, Tocqueville and Burckhardt-feared that such justification could 
never be provided, and consequently a sonlewhat soberer tone pervades their 
work than that which we find in rnore sanguine spirits such as Michelet (in 
his early works) and Marx (in all of his) . 



48 METAHISTORY 

In general, then, the "realis1l1" of nineteenth-century historical thought 
consists in its search for adequate grounds for belief in progress and optinlism 
in the full awareness of the failure of eighteenth-century historical thinkers 
to provide those grounds. If one is to understand the specific nature of nine
teenth-century historical realism, considered as the matrix of shared beliefs 
that make of the different schools of histori~al thought of that time inhabit
ants of a single universe of discourse, one nlust specify the nature of the 
eighteenth century's failure in historical thinking. This failure, I will argue, 
did not consist in a lack of scholarly achievelnent-that is to say, a failure of 
learning-or in an inadequate theory of historical reflection. Rather, it con
sisted in the Ironic mode in \vhich both scholarly inquiry and theoretical 
syntheses "vere cast by the Enlightenment's outstanding historical thinkers. 

~ The Dialectics of Enlightenn1ent Historiography 

Eighteenth-century historical reflection originated in an attempt to apply 
Nletonynlical strategies of reduction to the data of history in such a way as to 
justify belief in the possibility of a human cOlnmunity conceived in the 
Synecdochic 11l0de. r[o put it another "vay, the Enlightennlent attempted to 
justify an Organicist conception of the ideal human conlmunity on the basis 
of an analysis of social process which "vas essentially Mechanistic in nature. 
It thus criticized society in the light of an ideal that was moral and valua
tive, but it pretended to base that criticisnl on a purely causal analysis of 
historical processes. As a consequence, the end to which historical representa
tion \vas ll1eant to contribute "vas inconsistent \\lith the llleans actually used 
in the construction of historical narratives. TIle result of this conflict bet\veen 
the rneans of historical representation and the end to which it "vas Ineant to 
contribute was to drive thought about history into a position that vvas overtly 
and nlilitantly Ironic. vVhat started out as a creative tension in early Enlight
enment historical thinking, between Comic and Tragic conceptions of the 
plot of history, between Mechanistic and Organicist conceptions of its 
processes, and between the Conservative and Radical in1plications that Blight 
be drawn troln these, gradually degenerated into an anlbiguity, and ulti
mately an an1bivalence, concerning all the principal problelTIS of both his
toriographical representation and general social goals. By the last quarter of 
the eighteenth century, this anlbivalence had been transforIned into Irony, 
vvhich expressed itself in a historical epistel1lology that was Skeptical in the 
extrenle and in an ethical attitude, generated by Skepticisl11, that was mani
festly relativistic. By the end of the Enlightenn1ent, such thinkers as Gibbon, 
H UI1le, and Kant had effectively dissolved the distinction between history 
and fiction on "vhich earlier thinkers such as Bayle and Voltaire had based 
their historiographical enterprises. It was against this Ufictionalization" of 
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history, this Ironic stance before the "scientific" tasks which early eighteenth
century historians had set for themselves, that Herder, Burke, and the 
Stiirnler und Driinger rebelled. But, before this rebellion can be understood, 
the tropological dynan1ics of the historiographical tradition to which it stood 
opposed Blust first be revealed. 

~~ The Conventional Concepticns of Historiography 

In the eighteenth century, thinkers conventionally distinguished alnong three 
kinds of historiography: fabulous, true, and satirical. Fabulous historiography 
was conceived to be a product of pure invention; facts were lnade up and 
presented sub specie historiae, but in order to entertain or delight by giving 
to \vhat in1agination desired to believe the aspect of an actuality_ Needless to 
say, to thinkers such as Bayle and Voltaire, this kind of histoire r0111anesque 
\vas beneath contenlpt, unfit for a scholar to vvrite or a serious I11an to read. 
Truth was what the historian dealt in, and nothing but the truth-so the 
theory ran. As :Sayle said in 111-S fJistorical Dictionary: 

History, generally speaking, is the Bl0st difficult COTIlposition that an author can 
undertake, or onc of the Dlost difficult. It requires a great judgnlent, a noble, clear 
and concise style, a good conscience, a perfect probity, ll1any excellent 11laterials, 
and the art of placing thenl in good order, and above all things, the power of resist
ing the instinct of religious zeal, which pr0111pts us to cry down vvhat we think to 
be true. [I, 1 70] 

I observe that truth being the soul of history, it is an essential thing for a historical 
COlllposition to be free fro111 lies; so that though it should have all other perfee .. 
Lions, it \vill not be history, but a 111ere fable or rOlllance, if it vvant truth. [173] 

'1'he historian, then, had to cleave to the truth, insofar as humanly possible, 
avoiding the "fabulous" at all costs, inventing nothing not justified by the 
facts, and suppressing his own prejudices and party interests lest he throw 
hin1self open to the charge of slander. As Bayle said, 

l11e corruption of Inanners has been so great, as \vell an10ng those who have lived 
in the world, as aillong those who have lived out of it, that the lnore a person 
endeavors to give faithful and true relations, the 1110rc he runs the hazard of com~ 
posing only defalTlatory libels. ['(I-listory and Satire"] 

Bayle's cynicislTl should not go unnoted. Bayle is suggesting that any 
lllerely truthful account of lnankind is liable to take on the appearance of a 
slander simply because the usual run of nlankind is more likely to be ignoble 
than noble, and that the truth itself is therefore rnore than likely to take on 
the aspect of a calumny. 
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Voltaire, writing a generation later, took the same tack: "History," he said, 
'4is the recital of facts represented as true. Fable, on the contrary, is the recital 
of facts represented as fiction" (Works, X, 61). It is an quite symmetrical. 
Yet Voltaire drew the line between the truthful representation of hunlan 
errors and folly and histories written to calumniate through falsification. 
Referring to sonle "fraudulent memoires" (published under the name of 
~1adame de Nlaintenon) which had recently appeared, Voltaire remarked: 

Almost every page is polluted by false statements and abuse of the royal family and 
other leading families of the kingdonl, without the author's making the smallest 
probability to give a color to his calumnies. This is not writing history; it is writing 
slanders which deserve the pillory. [Phil. diet., Works, X, 86-87] 

In works such as his own Philosophy of History, of course, Voltaire was not 
above slanting the facts or his comments on them in the interest of the cause 
for which he labored, vvhich ,vas that of truth against untruth, reason against 
folly, and enlightenluent against superstition and ignorance. But here the 
polenlical interest \vas manifest, and his reflections on world history took on 
the aspect of a critical essay rather than a scholarly inquiry into what the 
truth of the facts \vas. The facts were used merely as, occasions for pointing 
to the more general truths which Voltaire wanted to lay before his readers 
in an appropriately colored form. 

It is quite otherwise with a work like Voltaire's History of Charles XII. 
Here, too, the facts were used to substantiate the proposition that it is "folly" 
for a ruler, ho\vever powerful and talented, to seek "glory" through conquest 
and battle. As Lionel Gossman has pointed out, this history was written as 
a '''nlock epic," which n1eans that in it the events which made up Charles's 
life \vere conceived to figure a near-tragedy, a tragedy which lnisfired 
because of the essential L'folly" of the ainlS that motivated the protagonist. 
And Voltaire never lllissed a chance to conlment on the essential folly of 
what might be called Charles's project or quest, or to figure it in irnages that 
suggest as much to the reader without explicitly saying it. Nonetheless, the 
facts were treated as a structure of objective relationships which the historian 
may not violate. One ll1ay draw a number of different conclusions from the 
consideration of a given body of facts, Voltaire admitted; but the establish
ment of the facts, the truth of the facts, he insisted, must be kept quite 
distinct fronl the truths-I11oral, aesthetic, and intellectual-one seeks to 
derive from reflection on the facts, so that one will not be accused of writing 
a "fabulous?' or a ",satirical" history, but praised for writing a "true" one. 

There is, of course, an alnbiguity contained in the juxtaposition of "truth
ful" history to "fabulous" history on the one hand and to "satirical" 
historiography on the other. It seelllS to suggest that there are three species of 
the genus "historY-vvriting," two improper and one proper, the differences 
among which are self-evident. In reality, however, it is obvious that a fourth 
kind of historical consciousness must be presupposed if the distinctions made 
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are to be adn1itted as proper~that is to say, a 111etahistorical consciousness 
that stands above, and adjudicates anlong, the claims which the three kinds 
of historiography (fabulous, satirical, and truthful) 11light Inake upon the 
reader. In short, the very distinction among three kinds of history-writing, 
conceived not in ternlS of an opposition of the perfectly truthful to the 
totally invented but as different 111ixtures of truth and fancy, represents the 
positive gain in historical consciOllsness=an advance over the historical con
sciousness of the previous age~to \vhich the Enlightenlnent 11lay legitinlately 
lay clainl. 

The Enligh tenmen t' s own posture vis-a-vis historical writing in general was 
Ironic. It not only used historical knowledge for party or poleI11ical purposes 
~as all previous ages had done-but did so in full consciousness of the pos
sibility of a choice between so using it and practicing it for its own sake Of, 

as it is said, for itself alone. rrhis \vriting of history in the service of truth 
itself ,vas practiced by the great antiquarian historians of the eighteenth 
century, Ludovico Antonio Muratori and la Curne de Sainte-Palaye, the 
outstanding exponents of philological historiography, who were concerned 
above all with the editing and critical asseSSIl1ent of docUIl1ents on scien
tific principles. But the critical principles on the basis of vvhich llloral and 
intellectual truths ITlight be derived from the study of chronicles or annals, 
themselves established as reliable accounts of ttwhat had happened" in the 
past on "scientific" principles, had not been theoretically established by the 
great antiquarians. 

The rationalists of the Enlightenmcnt~Bayle, Voltaire, Montesquieu, 
Hlllne, Gibbon, and Kant-and that eccentric arationalist, Gian1battista 
Vieo, recognized the need for the critical, \vhich is to say metahistoricaI, 
principles by which the general truths derived froln conten1plation of past 
facts in their individuality and concreteness could be substantiated on 
rational grounds. llhat they failed to provide such principles was not the 
result of their 1I1ethod of thinking but of the matter of it. The eighteenth 
century lacked an adequate psychological theory. The philosophes needed a 
theory of hUll1an consciousness in which reason was not set over against 
inlagination as the basis of truth against the basis of error, but in \vhich 
the continuity between reason and fantasy was recognized, the Blode of 
their relationship as parts of a lTIOre general process of hlunan inquiry into a 
"varld incompletely known might be sought, and the process in which fan
tasy or iI1lagination contributed as ll1uch to the discovery of truth as did 
reason itself nlight be perceived. 

rfhe Enlighteners believed that the ground of all truth was reason and its 
capacity to judge the products of sensory experience and to extract fran1 
such experience its pure truth content against what the inlagination wished 
that experience to be. Thus, as Voltaire Inaintained in his Philosophy of 
I-listoty, it appeared to be a sin1ple I11atter to distinguish between the true and 
the false in history_ One had only to use comrnon sense and reason to dis-
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tinguish between the truthful and the fabulous, between the products of 
sensory experience as governed by reason and such products as they appeared 
under the sway of the imagination, in the historical record. One could 
thereby separate the truthful fronl the fabulous elelnents, and then write a 
history in which only the truthful elenlents would be treated as the "facts" 
fronl which 1110re general-intellectual, moral, and aesthetic-truths could 
be derived. 

This Ineant that whole bodies of data from the past-everything contained 
in legend, nlyth, fable-V\Tere excluded as potential evidence for determining 
the truth about the past-that is to say, that aspect of the past which such 
bodies of data directly represented to the historian trying to reconstruct a 
life in its integrity and not n1erely in ternlS of its most rationalistic n1anifesta
tions. Because the Enlighteners themselves were devoted to reason and inter
ested in establishing its authority against the superstition, ignorance, and 
tyranny of their ovvn age, they were unable to credit as anything more than 
testilnony to the essential irrationality of past ages those dOCulnents in which 
those ages represented their truths to thelnselves, in myths, legends, fables, 
and the like. Vico alone in his tiIne perceived that the historical problem 
vvas precisely that of deternlining the extent to which a purely "fabulous" 
or "nlythical" apprehension of the \vorld might be adequate, by any criterion 
of rationality, as a basis for understanding a specific kind of historical life and 
action. 

1'he problenl, as Vico sa\v it, was to uncover the iInplicit rationality in 
even the I110st irrational of h UI11an iITIaginings, insofar as such inlaginings had 
actually served as the basis for the construction of social and cultural institu-

./ 

tions by which nlen had been able to live their lives both with and against 
nature itself. The question vvas: How did rationality (as his own age knew it) 
originate in, and grovv out of, the greater irrationality by which we must pre
sunle ancient nlan to have been governed and on the basis of \vhich he con
structed the original £ornls of civilized existence? The Enlighteners, because 
they vie\ved the relationship of reason to fantasy in terms of an opposition 
rather than as a part-\vhole relationship, were unable to forlTIulate this ques
tion in a historiographically profitable way. 

l'he Enlighteners did not deny the clailTIS of fancy on hunlan conscious
ness, but they conceived the problen1 to be the determination of those areas 
of hUIllan expression in which fancy lnight be legitimately allowed full play 
and those in which it vvas not permitted to enter. And they tended to think 
that the only area in which fantasy could claim full authority was in the 
sphere of 'tart," a sphere which they set over against "life" itself in luuch the 
san1e relationship of opposition that they conceived "irrationality" to bear 
with respect to "rationality." "Life," unlike "art," had to be governed by 
reason, and even t4art" had to be practiced in the full consciousness of the 
distinction bet\veen "truth" and "fancy." And, since history was "about life" 
primarily and "about art" only secondarily, it had to be written not only 
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under the direction of reason but also, in its broadest perspective, ttabout 
reason/' using whatever kno\vledge history Inight provide about "unreason" 
for the pr0111otion of the ea use of reason in both life and art. 

~~ History, L(tnguage, and Plot 

In an article on "figllra tive language" In the Philosophical Dictionary, V 01-
taire v/rotc: 

Ardent in1agination, passion, desire~freql1ently dcceivecl~produce the figurative 
style. \i\1 e do not adrnit it into history, for too lllany rnetaphors are hurtful, not 
only to perspecl1ity, but also to truth, by saying more or less than the thing itself. 
[Works, IX, 64] 

He went on to attack the Church Fathers for their excessive use of figurative 
language as a 111eans of representing and explaining the processes of the 
world. He contrasted this ll1isllse of figurative language to its proper uses by 
Classical pagan poets such as Ovid, who knew how to distinguish between the 
literally truthful and the fabulous world of his own ilnaginings, and who, as 
Voltaire said, used tropes and figures in such a \vay as to ~~dcceive" no one 
(ibid., 73). The historian's language, Voltaire suggested, had to be as austere 
as that reason which directed hin1 in his search for the truth about the past, 
literal, therefore, rather than figurative in its representation of the world 
before hin1. 

But the sanle criterion is used to establish the vvorth, as evidence, of 
dOCllrI1Cnts that COBle out of the past clothed in figurative language. Poetry, 
111yth, legend, fable~none of these was conceived to have real value as his
torical evidence. ()nce recognized as products of fantasy, they testified only 
to the superstitious n·aturc of the ill1agination that had produced thern or to 
the stupidity of those who had taken then1 for truths. For this reason the 
historical accounts of renlote ages produced by the Enlightenment tended to 
be little Inore than condensations of (or C01111nentaries on) the accounts of 
the historical works actually produced by those ages. 

rrhe study of historical docn1l1ents was of course carried to a high level by 
the great erudites of the period, but~as Gossrnan's study of la Curne de 
Saintc-l:lalaye and the scholarly circles in which he llloved has shown~these 
ll1en possessed no critical principle by \vhich to synthesize the facts contained 
in their annals of antiquity into general historical accounts of the processes 
reflected ill the annals thcIDsclves. At best, in the historiographers of the agc
even in the work produced by the great Ed,vard Gibbon-there is basically 
only a C0I111nentary on the literary renlains of the great historians of Classical 
antiquity, a cOlllnlentary that is nlore or less Ironic in accordance with Gib-
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bon's own perception of the rationality of the historian whose work he is 
paraphrasing and cOlllmenting on. 

In fact, the Enlighteners' conception of the problem of historical represen
tation, the construction, in a verbal Illodel, of the world of the past, hardly 
rose above the level of consciousness reflected in their concern over whether 
any given set of historical events ought to be emplotted as Epic, Conledy, 
or Tragedy. The problen1 of choosing the appropriate mode of representa
tion-presented as l1lutually exclusive alternatives-corresponds to the dis
tinction dravvn on the epistenlological level bet\veen fabulous, satirical, and 
truthful accounts of the past. The Epic forn1, it was generally agreed, was 
not suited to the representation of historical events; and Voltaire's Henriade, 
an epic pOeITI of the career of Henry IV, was generally regarded as a tour de 
force, a poetic triuI11ph, though it \vas not to be taken seriously as a model 
to be enlulated by either poets or historians in general. The Enlighteners 
perceived intuitively (and quite correctly) that the Epic form presupposed 
the cosmology represented in the philosophy of Leibniz, with its doctrine of 
continuity as its inforn1ing ontological principle, its belief in analogical rea
soning as an episten10logical principle, and its notion that all changes are 
nothing but transfornlations by degrees from one state or condition to 
another of a "nature" whose essence changes not at all. All these ideas stood 
in apparent opposition to the logic of contradiction and the principle of 
identity which constituted the principles that rationality was conceived to 
have to take in the dominant thought of the age. 

Yet the choice bet\veen COlnedy and Tragedy, as the sole alternatives for 
the vvriting up of narrative accounts of the past, is itself offered-as in a 
thinker like rVlably, \vhose De la maniere de l' ecrire l'histoire appeared near 
the end of the century-Ironically. ~1ost of the Enlighteners could not really 
conceive that history offered lllany occasions for emplotment in the Tragic 
mode, and this because, as Bayle had said earlier, "The corruption of man
ners has been so great ... that the more a person endeavors to give faithful 
and true relations, the Blore he runs the hazard of cOluposing only defama~ 
tory libels." The most likely candidate that Voltaire could conceive as the 
subject of a Tragic history was Charles XII, but the best he could produce 
fronl reflection on the events of that sovereign's life \vas a prose "mock 
epic," because the age, as Ednlund de Goncourt said of his own, looked 
everywhere for the l'truth" of things, and, having found it, could only 
despair. 

~ Sl~ePticism and I Tony 

The skeptical for111 \vhich rationalisIll took in its .reflection on its own time 
was bound to inspire a purely Ironic attitude with respect to the past when 
used as the principle of historical reflection. The mode in which all of the 
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great historical vvorks of the age \vere cast is that of Irony, \vith the result 
that they all tend toward the fornl of Satire, the supre111e achievement of the 
literary sensibility of that age. When HU111e turned froIl1 philosophy to his
tory, because he felt that philosophy had been rendered uninteresting by the 
skeptical cOllclusions to \vhich he had been driven, he brought to his study 
of history the Sal11e skeptical sensibility. He found it increasingly difficult, 
however, to sustain his interest in a process which displayed to hinl only the 
eternal return of the saB1e fony in 111any different forn1s. He viewed the 
historical record as little lnore than the record of hUll1an folly, which led hilll 
finally to beC0l11e as bored with history as he had hecolne with philosophy. 

Tlhe seriollsness of I--Iu111e's great contelnporary Gibbon is not, of course, 
to be doubted, but neither should we dismiss too easily Gibbon's own 
characterization of his Decline and Fall of the Roman E111pire as the product 
of an effort to divert and Clnluse hinlself. Gibbon tells ns that he was inspired 
to undertake his project by the irony of the spectacle of ignorant 1110nks 
celebrating their superstitiolls cerenlonies in a church that stood on the 
ground where a pagan teillple had once stood. 1'his anecdote not only 
reveals the attitude with which Gibbon approached his task but prefigures 
the fornl his narrative account of the decline and fall of I~onle ultinlately 
took. His account of the transition fro111 what he regarded as the happiest 
tinle for nlan prior to his o\vn age is not a Tragic account, but rather the 
greatest achicvenlent of sustained Irony in the history of historical literature. 
It ends in 1453, v\lith an account of the fall of ByzantiulTI to the fanatical 
1'urk, in the Ironic apprehension, in short, of the triull1ph of one fanaticism 
over another. This apprehension, hovvever, is entertained within the context 
of Gibbon's own knowledge of the rebirth of thought and letters in Western 
Europe, which brought about the Renaissance and prepared the ground for 
the Age of Reason, \vhich Gibbon hinlself represents. The Renaissance itself, 
however, is conceived to be a product of the ironic fact that it depended 
upon the triull1ph of one fanaticisnl over another in Byzantiu1l1, which drove 
scholars froIll Constantinople to Italy, there to dissenlinate the knowledge of 
Classical antiquity, which would ultinlately serve (ironically) to overturn the 
Christian superstition in whose service it had been (ironically) used by the 
ll10nks of the Middle Ages. 

This irony heaped upon irony, \vhich the in1age of history produced by 
Gibbon invokes as its principle of both explanation and representation, could 
not but generate an Ironic attitude with respect to the values and ideals in 
the service of which Gibbon hinlself labored. In the end, it had to lead to the 
sanlC debilitating skcpticisI11 about reason itself which lIu111e had sought 
refuge frolTI in historical studies, but which had confronted him even there, 
in the life of action as \vell as in the life of thought of an past ages. 

One of the tllOre obvious ironies of Kant's intellectual developlnen twas 
his turn, in old age, to a consideration of the 1110ral iUlplications of historical 
knowledge, a subject to which he denied genuine philosophical interest in 
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the ll1ature phase of his philosophical career. His concern as a philosopher, it 
win be recalled, was to credit the insights of Hume and Rousseau into the 
limits of reason on the one hand and into the legitinlacy of the emotions' 
clainls against reason on the other. Against Hume, he sought to defend 
thought against utter skepticisIll by adducing the grounds on \vhich science's 
manifest success in nlastering the world could be rationally comprehended. 
Against Rousseau, he sought to make a place in human nature for the emo
tions and passions, to endow thenl \vith authority as the bases for moral and 
aesthetic judgulent \vithout, in the process, overturning the authority of the 
truths established on scientific and rational grounds. It is interesting to note 
how these old adversaries returned, in appropriately modified forITIs, to 
haunt Kant in his old age, when, under the urgings of Herder's thought 
about history and the historical events of the Revolution, Kant was forced to 
reflect on the epistenlological bases, the moral value, and the cultural signifi
cance of historical kno\vledge. 

The threat of skepticisnl \vas present for Kant in the fact that men con
tinued to study history even though it appeared clear that one could learn 
from history nothing that could not be learned from the study of humanity 
in its various present incarnations, incarnations which, as objects of study, 
had the advantage of being directly open to observation in a way that his
toric9tl events Viere not. Rousseau's shadow spread itself over Kant's old age 
in the' conviction, growing throughout the p,eriod of the Revolution's turn to 
terror and the broadcast of feelings that the1world was falling into ruin, that 
the \vhole historical process represented an inevitable degeneration under the 
appearance of progress or the vie\v (prollloted by the Ironical insights of 
late philosophes) that, although things might change, there was really noth
ing new under the sun, that plus 9a change, plus c' est la n1en1e chose. 

Like Bayle and Voltaire before him, Kant distinguished among three 
conceptions of the historical process which are possible for a ll1an to embrace 
as the truth about the process as a whole. He calls these three conceptions 
the eUdaelTIOnistic, the terroristic, and the abderitic. The first conceives that 
history describes a process of constant progress in both the lllaterial and the 
spiritual conditions of hUlnan existence. The second holds that history repre
sents a continual degeneration, or unbroken fall, from an original state of 
natural or spiritual grace. i\.nd the third takes the view ascribed to the ancient 
Abderitic sect of cynical philosophers, that, although things may appear to 
develop, in reality an 1110Venlent represents nothing lTIOre than a redisposition 
of primitive elen1ents and not a fundanlental alteration in the condition of 
hunlan existence at all. 

I should note that this division corresponds, in its implications for the 
explaining and writing of history, to that n1ade earlier among the modes of 
Comedy, Tragedy, and the Epic respectively. The difference in Kant's formu
lation of the epistenlological distinction-among fabulous, Satirical, and 
truthful historiography-is that Kant regarded all three modes of conceiving 
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the historical process as equally "fabulous" or equally "fictive." They repre
sented to hinl evidence of the mind's capacity to impose different kinds of 
formal coherence on the historical process, different possibilities of its 
emplotment, the products of different aesthetic apprehensions of the histori
cal field. 

But Kant stressed the llloral irnplications of these aesthetic choices, the 
effects that the decision to enlplot or conceive the historical process in a 
specific way n-tight have on the way one lived history, the ilnplications they 
would have for the way one conceived one's present and projected a future 
for oneself and other IneD. Historical knowledge does not make a significant 
contribution to the problelll of understanding human nature in general, for 
it does not show us anything about l1lan that cannot be learned fronl the 
study of living nlen considered as individuals and as groups. But it does 
provide an occasion for cOTIlprehending the problem, the Illoral problenl, of 
the end or purpose for which a life ought to be lived. 

Kant's position ,vas SOlllething like this: The way I conceive the historical 
process, apprehended as a process of transition fro111 past to present, the 
fOflTI which I ilnpose upon illy perceptions of it, these provide the orientation 
by which I 11love into a future \vith greater hope or despair, in the face of 
the prospects which that movenlent is conceived to have as a nl0venlent 
tOlvareZ a desirable (or away fro111 an undesirable) goal. If I conceive the 
historical process as a spectacle of degeneration (and I conceive historical 
knowledge to be, above all, knowledge of a "spectacle" that passes in review 
before the historian's eyes), I will live history in such a "vay as to bring about 
a degenerate end to the process. And sinli1arly, if I conceive that spectacle as 
being nothing but "one danlned thing after another," I shall act in such a 
way as to turn the age in which I live into a static age, one in which no 
progress will be possible. But if, on the other hand, I conceive the spectacle 
of history, with all its folly, vice, superstition, ignorance, violence, and suffer
ing, as a process in which hl1111an nature itself is transfornled frOlll the 
capacity to create these evils into the capacity to take up moral cause against 
thenl, as a uniquely hunlan project, then I \vill so act as to bring this trans
fornlation to pass. Moreover, there are good extrahistorical grounds for taking 
this vie\v of history as both lived and conceived in thought. T'hose grounds 
are provided by philosophy, in vvhich the concept of reason is llsed as the 
justification for conceiving nature as that which, in nlan, attains the powers 
i111plicit in it froIn its origins. 

rfhe conception of history thus set forth by Kant is Ironic, but its Irony is 
1110dera ted by the principles of the philosophical SystC111 in which skepticisn1 
had been halted short of a rejection of reason itself. Yet, Kant's thought about 
history remains within the confines of Enlightenment rationalism in a signifi
cant sense. 'The 1110dality of opposition, by which things in history are related 
in thought, has not given place to the nlodality of continuity and inter~ 
change, which alone could generate an adequate appreciation of the con~ 
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creteness, individuality, and vividness of historical events considered for 
themselves alone. Kant conceived historical data as phenomena, which, like 
natural phenomena, are considered to be ~'nature under law" (more spe
cifically, nature under universal and invariant causal laws). This means that 
he construed the historical field Metonymically, as an opposition mediated 
by cause-effect, which is to say extrinsic, relationships. There was no scientific 
reason, on Kant's terms, for attempting, as Leibniz had done, a Synecdochic 
identification of the parts of that field in their function as components of 
the whole. When all is said and done, Kant apprehended the historical 
process less as a developl11ent froIn one stage to another in the life of 
hUlnanity than as lllerely a conflict, an unresolvable conflict, between eter
nally opposed principles of hllI11an nature: rational on the one hand, irra
tional on the other. This is why he was forced to conclude, again consistently 
with the tradition of Enlightenlnent rationalism represented by Bayle, \'01-
taire, HU111e, and GibboI1, that in the final analysis history must be appre
hended in an aesthetic, rather than a scientific, way. Only thus can it be 
converted into a draI11a, the resolution of which can be envisaged as a Comic 
conslllnnlation rather than as a Tragic defeat or a tinleless Epic of conflict 
with no specific issue at all. Kant's reasons for opting for this Comic notion 
of the meaning of the whole process were ultinlately ethical ones. The spec
tacle of history had to be conceived as a COlllic drama or else men would 
fail to take up those Tragic projects which alone can transform chaos into a 
meaningful field of hUlllan endeavor. 

The mainstreanl of Enlightenment rationalist historiography originated in 
the recognition that history ought not to be written merely to entertain or 
simply in the interest of advancing a partis pris of a confessional or political 
kind. The rationalists recognized that it was necessary to have a critical 
principle to guide reflection on the historical record if they were to produce 
sonlething nlore than chronicles or annals. They began in conscious opposi
tion to the historiens romanesques or galants of the previous century, the 
kind of "amusing" history \vritten by the Abbe de Saint-Real or Charles de 
Saint-Evrenlond, the foremost exponent of "libertine" historical theory and 
the prototype of the "aestheticist" historiography later represented by Walter 
Pater and Egon Friedell. History-the philosophes recognized-had to be 
"truthful" or it could ll1ake no claim to 'tinstrllct and enlighten" the reader 
in the process of "entertaining and delighting" him. What was at issue, then, 
was the criterion by which the truth was to be recognized. In short, what 
\vas the for171 the truth had to take? What was the paradigm of truth in gen
eral, by cOlllparison to \vhich a truthful account of things could be recog
nized? 

In order to understand the ans\vers the rationalists gave to these questions 
it is not enough I11erely to point to the distinction they drew between 
"fabulous" and ('satirical" history on the one hand and "trllthfur' history on 
the other. Nor is it enough 111erely to point to the general idea of truth 
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signaled by their fornlal dedication to the principles of eUlpirical establish-
11lent of the data, rational criticism of the evidence, and narrative representa
tion of the "nlcaning" of the evidence in a story well told. We can under
stand what they had in Inind only by considering the kinds of historical 
thinking they rejected or did not take seriously as possible alternatives to their 
own Ironic preconceptions and skeptical proclivities. 

~S The Main FornlS of Pre-Enlightenlnent Historiography 

In his classic aCCOlll1 t of the history of historical writing, Geschichte del' 
neuren Historiographie, Eduard Fueter identified four Inajor strands in the 
historical tradition of seventeenth-century Europe on the basis of which, and 
against which, what he called the "Reflective" or "critical" historiography 
of the Enlighteners developed. rrhese vvere Ecclesiastical (and largely "con
fessional") history; the Ethnographic history produced by l1lissionaries to, 
and students of, the new worlds which the Age of Exploration and Discovery 
had opened up to scientific and historical scrutiny; the Antiquarian historiog~ 
raphy of the great erudites of the period, largely philological in its approach 
and dedicated to the construction of accurate chronicles and annals of the 
rernote and near past; and, finally, the historiographie galante or r01nanesque, 
based upon the "r0111ans of intrigues and affairs" and vvritten in an openly 
belletristic spirit (l~l1eter, 413). This last, which Fueter in his seriousness as a 
Gennan Gelehrter of Positivistic persuasion was inclined to disnliss much 

- too quickly, is characterized as bearing the saIne relation to the hU111anistic 
historiography of the l~enaissance that "the salon 11lythology of the [{ococo 
poets" bore to ;; 'the fO bust paganislll of the great poets of the 11enaissance" 
(ibid., 412). It \vas, Fueter said, the historiographical equivalent of the 
"galant style" in the rnusic of the tirne (ibid.). 

\iVhat is striking about the four strands of seventeenth-century historical 
thinking identified by Fueter is the extent to which the first two of then1= 
:Ecclesiastical history and Ethnographic history-are inspired by an oppressive 
sense of fatal schis111 in the human COTI1111unity, religious division in the case 
of confessional history, and racial and spatial selJaration in the case of 
Ethnographic history (of the sort written by Las Casas, Oviedo, f-Ierrera, 
and so on). I-Iere history is written in the apprehension of divisions \vhich 
give every evidence of fatally hindering the 11larch of civilization itself. 

The annalistic forlll \vhich history-writing tended to aSSlune in the hands 
of the great antiquarian erudites of that same century~Mabillon, l'ille-
1110nt, and, a bit later, Muratori~represents a specifically historiographical 
effort at the apprehension of the kind of continuity ,vhich might be con
ceived to I11ake of this severed reality a whole, a cornprehensible totality. In 
the annals forn1 of historical writing I discern not only a rage for order of 
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SOlne '~ind but the inlplicit suggestion that the order of temporal occurrence 
may be the only ordering principle that might be used to make some slight 
sense out of them. The desire for "the truth and nothing but the truth" and 
a compulsive need to deal with events only in their extrinsic aspects, their 
aspects as functions of a serial order, constituted the basis of the erudites' 
critical principles; and it set the lilnits on their conception of historical under
standing. As a fornl of historical representation, the annals represented an 
advance in critical consciousness over the work of the great confessional 
historians (such as Foxe) and the great ethnographers (such as Las Casas). 
The annalists sought to rise above the prejudices and party biases of a his
toriography ,vritten with religious disputes and racial conflicts in l1lind. T'o 
the Manichean nature of the latter, they opposed the order of temporal 
seriality as a ll10cle of representation \rvhich at least left the historian free of 
the taint of subjectivity and special pleading. They tried to be as cold and 
remote as the confessionalists and ethnographers were involved in the his
tories they wrote. But, in the end, they were able to provide only the lnateri
als out of which a true history might be written, not true histories themselves. 
And the saIne can be said of their successors-even of la Curne de Sainte
Palaye~in the next century. 

vVhen measured against the n10ral passion of the confessionalists and the 
coldness of the annalists, the cultivation of a purely aestheticist historiog
raphy of the sort provided by the historiens galants appears less retrograde 
than Fueter would have 11S believe. If Saint-Real did little more than "divert" 
his readers by depicting "nouvelles arnusantes and emouvantes," his histories, 
sllch as Don Carlos (1672) and Conjuration des Espagnols contre la repub~ 
lique de \l enise en 1618 (1674), at least signaled a desire to achieve a critical 
perspective that \rvol1ld at once distance the phenolllena. to be represented 
and unite thelli in a cOl1lprehensible whole, even if the whole were little more 
than an exciting story. Yet, because the only unity which Saint-R·eal's his
tories have is that of story, story conceived as little more t!-Ian a device for 
achieving rhetorical effects, the histories he actually wrote are flawed by the 
fact that, on his own terms, they represent not a "truth" about the past but 
only a "fiction" of how the facts nlight have been. They ll1ight well have 
been other\vise, and they 111ight wen be represented as parts of a story (or 
I11unber of stories) of a cOlllpletely different kind. 

~ Leibniz and the Enlightennlent 

Actually, the annalistic form of historical representation had been in1plicitly 
provided with a sophisticated theoretical basis in the philosophy of Leibniz. 
Fueter maintained that Leibniz merely applied the Inethod of the annalists 
to the writing of history, but unlike them, failed to conceive of an Hannals 
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of Inlperial Gerulany," linliting hinlself to the construction of genealogies 
and chronologies of such petty houses and sovereignties as that of Bruns
wiele "In SUU1," Fueter said, "he collected the lnaterials, but he did not 
work thenl" (ibid., 393). But Fueter failed to do justice to the vision \vhich 
informs Leibniz's vvark. The annalistic form of historiography was consistent 
with his notions of continuity, of transition by infinitesilnal degrees, of the 
harnl0ny of the whole in the face of the dispersion in time and space of 
the elenlents or parts. Leibniz, perhaps alone an10ng all the lnajor figures of 
his tirne, had adequate grounds for believing that annalistic historiography 
was a philosophically justified rnode of historical representation. IIis Monad
ology (1714), with its doctrine of continuity, theory of evolution by degrees, 
and conception of the particular event as a Inicrocoslll of the rnacrOCOSll1, 
represented a forn1al defense of that Illode of conlprehension which we have 
called Synecdoche. '[his Blode of c0111prehension appeals to the InicrocOS111ic~ 
macrocosTIlic relationship as a paradignl of all explanation and reprcsen ta tion 
of reality. In Leibniz's historical thought it appears as the belief that the 
representation of an event in its total context, the context itself being con
strued as a plenurn of individual events that are united in their difference 
froll1 one another, is an adequate way of figuring that event's 111eanlng 
and relation to the whole. 

1'he COSITIOS, as Leibniz conceived it, is a plenl1I11 of individual 111onads, 
each perfect in itself, the unity of which consists in the al1tonoII1Y of the 
whole considered as a process of infinite creativity. The perfect harnlony of 
the \vhole, which overrides and destroys the illlpression of conflict and 
extrinsic causality which appears to rnakc ill1possiblc any intrinsic rclation~ 
ship between the various parts, is confirnled by the goodness of tIle erea tor:; 
whose beneficence is such that He is all but inc1istingl1ishiblc fro111 I-lis crea·' 
tion. Tlhis ITlanner of conceiving the \vorld and the relation of the parts of it 
to the totality justifies an annalistic representation of the processes of history, 
110 less than of nature, considered in their individual concrete reality and as 
l1l0111Cnis of a total process \vhich only appear to be dispersed in tinle and 
space. l~eibniz could vvrite history in an annalistic fOITH because he believed 
that the dispersiveness of phCn0l11ena \vas only apparent; in his view, the 
vvorld \vas one and continuous an10ng its parts. J-\ccordingly, his conception 
of the historical process, in which transition by infinitcsinlal degrees can be 
figured in annalistic accounts of finite provinces of occurrence, did not 
require that he distinguish betvveen larger and s111aller provinces. 'fhc sanle 
process of transition~in~nnity and unity~in-transition is at \vork in all the parts~ 
whether the individual part, be construed as a person,. a ruling falnily, a 
principality, a nation, an clnpire, or the vvholc hU111an race. 

But it \vas precisely this vision of the essential unity of the hl1l11an race 
\vhich the :Enlightencrs took to be the ideal yet to he realized in historical 
. • ,,- 11 • • 1 ' I J h J - • f ' r ! 1 . l' - I ... • I' -tUlle. J hey not fa (e It as a tyresuv'fJOstrloTL or t lelr _llSloncal 'wrUJng, 
not rnercly because the data did not bear it out, but because it did not 
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accord with their ovvn experience of their own social worlds. For theiTI the 
unity of humanity was an ideal vvhich they could project into the future, but 
they could not use this ideal as a paradigm for either historical explanation 
or historical representation, because it was in the interest of that ideal that 
they were studying and \vriting history to begin with, as part of their effort 
to bring about such a unification. The world they knew as a fact of experi
ence required theITl to invoke a paradign1 of represen ta tion and explanation 
\vhich took the fact of schisl1l and severance, of conflict and suffering, as 
given realities. The opposition of forces, of which schisITl and conflict are 
Inanifesta tions, deternlined the ITlodalities of their experience of history 
conceived as a process of transition frorn past to present. The past to thenl 
);vas unreason, the present "vas a conflict of reason and unreason, and the 
future alone \vas the tiu1e vvhich they could envision as that of the triuluph 
of reason over unreason, perfect unity, redenlption. 

~ The Historical Field 

\Vhen Leibniz surveyed the relTlote past he sa\v there precisely the saIne 
po\,vers at play vvhich he sa"v all aronnd hin1 in the present, and in the saIne 
proportions. rrhese forces \verc neither those of reason exactly nor those of 
unreason exclusively, but rather the harlTIOny of opposites-which makes 
reason and unreason ITlerely different 111anifestations of the sanle unified force 
01' po\ver, \vhich is ultinlately God's. vVhen the Enlighteners surveyed the 
reul0te past, they \verc obsessed by the differences betv/een it and the world 
they theITiselves occnpied, so rnuch so that they \vere ahnost inclined to 
idealize their o\vn age, and to set it over against the relllate past as an 
antithetical opposite. rrhey \verc saved fro111 the inclination to idealize their 
o\vn age-though certain of then! (notably, Turgot and Condorcet) submit· 

to the tCl11ptation to do so~by the skepticisIl1 \vhich guided their use of 
reason in criticis111 of the evils of their tilne. But the sense of opposition vvas 

. ~ - 1 .~. 1 1 . 1 . (' 1 - I l strong enongh to prlhllblt t lC aVIS lIng or any great to crance or syrnpaI11Y 
on archaic nIan, except in those rare instances "\rvhen, like Gibbon, they 
tllonght they perceived in the past son1e prototype of the kind of Inen they 

thell1Selves to be or \vished they could becolllc. Since their rela~ 

tiollship to the renlote Dast \vas conceived under the allsIJices of a NletonYll1i-
A.l -

paradignl~that is, in the TIlode of severance or extrinsic opposition~and 
since the explanatory Blode \vhich MetonYlny suggests for explicating the 

tionship bctvvecn opposed aspects of the whole is that of ea use-effect, the 
teners cOlnprchcnded the spectacle of the al1110st total ignorance, 

snperstition, and ~iolence of those -past ages as all but completely causally 

'1 had no need to give very great care to the representation of events 
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in the renlote past (such as that of the ancient I-Iebrc,,,s as reported in the 
Old 'rcstan1cnt) since all of those events figured the single truth of the 
absolute deterrninateness of the hU111anity of that tin1e. Everything ,vas con~ 
ceived to be a l11anifestation of an essential and unalloyed passion, ignorance, 
or irrationality (often sinlply disl11issed by Voltaire as insanity). Special care 
lllight have been given to the representation of SOB1e prototype of rational 
D1an honored as an ideal in his o\vn tinlC, but they could no Iriore account 
for the appearance of such rational rnen in the nlidst of unrelieved irrational~ 
ity than they could account for the growth of reason out of unreason itself. 
Both \vere equally cC n1iraculolls," though the latter \vas seen as a "Providcn~ 
tial" gift, inasllluch as the present age and the future could be conceived as 
positive beneficiaries of the rise of the Age of [{eason. 

But llote: the grovvth of reason out of a state of unreason is ultinlately 
~'irrational/i inaSl11Uch as the original irrationality of 111an cannot be 
accounted for on the theory of the essentially rational nature of nature itself. 
llor, if nature is ruled by reason and is itself intrinsically orderly and har
rnonious in its operations, \vhy then are not the first ll1en of Wh0111 \rye have 
record, 11len living in a state of nature, thell1selves presnlllcd to have been 
fa tional'? llS in1111cdia te prod nets of a rational systen1 of invariant causal 
processes, the first Inen n1ust be supposed to have been as rational in their 
ITlode of existence as nature itself. But not only are they apparently irra·~ 

tional; they arc·~-as they appear in the records of rC1110te antiql1ity~espe

ciany irrational. 1-10vv can one account for this? 
rfhe tactic of the l':nligh teners \vas to pastula tc the existence of a condi-

, ' '« I 1 •• • ~ -~ (' 'j' 1 ~ I ~ l' l' 1 
llOll; pnor IO rnc prnnrbvc ages or \VIlle 1 \rve laVe reCOIC, In vV_llC_l rnCH were 

rlQ f'l-l"l()rl:Jl qQ nT~'llF~ ill'self 1)11['4 Itr()Tl--l ,:o"l11c-'1'l rille'" fe-~~l-l '1(' ':1 re~c'll'ILl of 'l"ll('~r ~_'-' _~_ ~- _ ~ __ (_,-" ____ ~_L .\._ _ '-" ____ , _._ _ _ Vy ___ ~_ - _ Y -- ChJ L '-' _ --- _ /1_ 

• ~'j 1 ~ 1" - r . - 1 1~ 1 1 ' l' • - r 'l~ ~ . Ignorance ann t_1C conulbon or scarcIty canscu oy tne ITll1 tIpLlcatlon or t len 
nUll1bers, itself caused by the beneficence allel bounty of nature. t]'he concli
f-ion of cc'}rcitv caused '1 ctrnuu'fe ~lnloncr Tl)e'p for 'rhe O'oor}" of n:ltur~ which L.~ -~ ____ (1 C/L _. -) ~ '~J~_ i. \.J . - ~t:)- - c_ -- b __ .L ".>.1 - b "«-.0 ___ ~_c_ ___ u ---

an inadequate technology could not efficiently augnlcnt. l'his, in turn, led 
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.' :l' - I" ~ 1 ~~ 1 ., f -1'~'~ • lr 1 1 ~i r sust~llneU ItS ant 10Ilty over Hlen !Jy t le alG or rellglo11, ltse r a_so a prOCliJCI or 
the cornbillation of \vant and ignorance. 'T'hus, the state of society itself 
becalne identified as at once th_c cause alld the Inanifcstation of unreason in 
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tiona1 nature of the social state by the srnal1 group of rational Inen capable 
recognizing its intrinsically tyralll1ical nature. rrhl1s7 the 111caning of the his
torical process \vas to he fotrnd J not in the gro\rvth of reason ouf of unreason, 

in purely quantitative tcrnlS, as the expansion of an originally linlitcc1 
reason areas of cxpcricllcc fOflnally occupied hy the passions, cIl1otions? 
ignorance, and snperstitiorL It \vas nol a process of -transition at all. 

tha accordance vvith the iVlcchanistic principles bcinf: u 

reason to be conceived to occnr at the expense 
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present, as tradition, cllston1, and anything else-institutions, laws, cultural 
artifacts-that claimed authority or respect merely because it was old. The 
Enlighteners, therefore, wrote history against history itself, or at least against 
that segment of history vvhich they experienced as "past." Their sympathy 
for the past was extendable finally, as Voltaire noted, only to the near past, 
where they could find things to adnlire and respect because these so nearly 
reselnbled thenlselves. This search into the near past for objects for sympa
thetic historical representation pern1itted the philosophes their few excursions 
into Synecdochic (Organicist and sYlnpathetic typological) representation. 

But even here their capacities for synlpathy and tolerance were marred by 
their ongoing apprehension of the flaw, the elenlent of unreason still present 
in every putatively rational luana This "vas especially the case in their con
sideration of lnen of action, such as Charles XII. In Voltaire's picture of 
him, Charles \vas represented as the most highly gifted, talented, and best
endowed ruler known to \vorld history; but he was still fatally flawed by his 
irrational passion for "glory by conquest," considered by Voltaire to be a 
residuu111 of a barbaric past that stupidly saw in war a virtue in itself. This 
fla\v \vas not a tragic fla\v at all, not a function of Charles's excellence; it 
was a taint, a corruption in the heart of an otherwise superbly healthy orga
niS111. Charles's fall, therefore, \vas not tragic; it \vas pathetic. Hence, his 
history \vas only an occasion for lanlenting the power of unreason to pene
trate into, and to overturn, even the strongest of 11len. 

What \loltaire I11ight have concluded from his consideration of Charles's 
career was that unreason is a part of the \\Todd and of 111an, as ineluctable 
and as irreducible as reason itself, and a power which is not to be elirninated 
in tin1e so TIlliCh as it is to be tamed, sublilnated, and directed into creative 
and hLllnanly useful channels. He \vas incapable of considering this possibility 
beca use he shared \vi th his age a purely Mechanistic conception of the 
hUlllan psyche, a conception \vhich required that it be considered a battle 
ground on which opposed, and mutually alternative, forms of consciousness, 
reason and unreason, lnet in eternal strife until one had totally broken the 
povver of the other. The closest that either Voltaire or the other historical 
geniuses of the age-HUl11e and Gibbon-caD1e to understanding unreason's 
creative potentialities was in their Ironic criticism of thenlselves and in 
their own efforts to rnake sense out of history. This, at least, led theln to 
vie\v thelnselves as being as potentially fla\ved as the cripples they conceived 
to be acting out the spectacle of history. 

~-0 1'he l-listoriographical Achieven1ent of the Enlightenn1ent 

Having indicated the nature of the advance that the rationalist historiogra
phy of the Enlightennlent represents over the major conventions of historical 
reflection \vhich caBle before it, and having noted the flaws or lilnitations of 
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that historical vision, I will now specify the precise content of its achievc
lllent. The historiography of the seventeenth century began with an appre~ 
hension of the historical field as a chaos of contending forces, anlong which 
the historian had to choose and in the service of one or Blore of which he 
had to write his history. This was the case with both the confessional his
toriography of the seventeenth century and the Ethnographic historiography 
of the 111issionaries and conquistadores. 1'his historiography of essential 
schisn1 'Yvas succeeded by, or called up, two alternatives to it. One of these, 
the tradition of the erudite antiquarians, developed out of a desire for 
perfect objectivity, which resulted in the creation of the annalistic lllode of 
explanation and representation, the characteristic of which was the concep
tion of order and unity as mere seriality, or succession in tin1e. Leibniz's 
tacit defense of this ITlode of historical writing, contained in his l\;lonadology 
and in the doctrine of continuity which is expounded there, was intrinsically 
hostile to the philosophes' conception of social reality as inherently severed 
and atolllized and in contrast to which Leibniz's o\vn doctrine of the essential 
hannony of opposites appeared to be as naive as it was "Idealistic." The 
other reaction to the historiography of essential schis111 was a purely aes
thetic one, represented by the historiens galants, who, even if they did repre
sent a desire to rise above party history, felt able to do so only by denying 
that the historiographical enterprise \tvas a part of the 1110re general search 
for the atruth" which 1110tiva ted the science and philosophical thought of the 
age. 

The alternative to all of these historiographical conventions was the 
Ironic 1110de of conceiving history, developed by the IJhilosophes, 'Yvhich at 
once strove for objectivity and disengagenlent and, at least tacitly, recog
nized the in1possihility of attaining these goals. Dominated by a conception 
of rationalisln derived frOll1 the (Newtonian) physical sciences, the philoso
phes approached the historical field as a ground of cause-effect relationships, 
the causes in question being generally conceived to be the forces of reason 
and unreason, the effects of \tvhich were generally conceived to be enlight~ 
ened 111en on the one hand and superstitious or ignorant men on the other. 

rrhe "lexical" elenlcnts of this systenl \vere Inen, acting as individuals 
and as groups, \"ho were "gralTIn1atically" classifiable into the nlajor cate
gories of carriers of superstitious or irrational values and carriers of enlight
ened or rational ones. The <€syntax" of relationships by which these two 
classes of historical phen0111ena were bound together was that of the unrelnit~ 
ting conflict of opposites; and the (sen1antic) meaning of this conflict was 
nothing but the triUI11ph of the latter over the forlner, or the reverse. But 
neither the evidence offered by reflection on the tilnes nor that provided by 
reflection on history was really capable of definitively COnfirI11ing or denying 
this conception of history's meaning. As a result, the historical thought of the 
rnain tradition of the Enlightenrnent was progressively driven back £ron1 its 
original Metonymical apprehension of the world into the Ironic comprehen-
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sian of it which the evidence demanded, given the terms in which the inquiry 
was conceived in the first place. For, if I begin with an apprehension of the 
field of human history as an area of happening dominated by cause-effect 
relationships, then I am bound ultimately to regard anything in this field, 
any man, institution, value, or idea, as nothing but an "effect" of some 
casual nexus-that is to say, as a contingent (hence deterrrlined) reality, and 
thus as irrational in its essence. 

In the face of this inevitability, Enlightenment thought was driven, as the 
historical thought of the previous century had been driven, to consider histor
ical writing as a kind of art. But, since the E,nlighteners' conception of art 
was Neo-Classical-that is, an art which s~t'causation and law at the center 
of its apprehension of the world in the same way that science did-the 
historiography of the age was necessarily impelled toward a purely Satirical 
mode of representation, in the same way that the literature of the age in 
general was. This age produced no great Tragic historiography, and for the 
saIne reason that it produced no great 'rragic theater. The bases for believing 
in the heroic Tragic fla\v, conceived as an excessive degree of virtue, were 
lacking in it. Since all effects had to be presulned to have both the necessary 
and sufficient causes required for their production, the notion of an existen
tial paradox, a dialectical contradiction that was lived rather than Inerely 
thought, could hardly be conceived by the thinkers or artists of this age. This 
is why the Comedy produced by the age, even that of Moliere, tends to corre
spond to that of the New, rather than the Old, Attic Con1edy; it is in the line 
of the farce of Nlenander, rather than in that of the high-mimetic seriousness 
of Aristophanes, which is a Comedy based upon an acceptance of the truths 
of tragedy rather than the flight fro Ill, or derogation of, those truths, as 
NIenander's-and Nloliere's-tend to be. 

Verlaine is supposed to have remarked that the beautiful ladies painted by 
Reynolds and Gainsborough had the appearance of goddesses who did not 
believe in their own happiness. The same may be said of the writers, histo
rians, and philosophers of the Age of Enlightenment; but this was not 
because they did not believe in happiness, but rather because they could not 
believe theIllselves to be gods-or even heroes. Neither a Comic nor a 
Tragic vision of history "vas plausible to them, and so they feU back upon 
Satirical and Ironic representations of the world they inhabited and of the 
processes by which it had been constituted. This should not, how"ever, be 
taken as an ignoble choice on their part. Having precritical1y decided by 
their prefiguration of the world as a severed field, of causes on the one hand 
and effects on the other, that no unity was possible, they progressively gave 
up the ideal on behalf of the reality. This reality presented itself to them as 
an irreducible mixture of reason and unreason, as tainted beauty, and finally 
as a dark fate that \vas as incomprehensible as it was ineluctable. 

I can no\v characterize the general aspect of the historical thought of the 
Enlightenment as a ,,,hole. In the main line, I perceive the establishment of 
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a paradigm of historical consciousness in the mode of Metonyn1Y, or of 
cause-effect relationships, in the service of which both Metaphorical identifi
cations (the nanling of the objects in the historical field) and Synecdochic 
characterization of individuals in terIT1S of species and genera were used to 
yield a 111eaning that was finally Ironic in its specific content. And I can say 
that, in this case, an Ironic comprehension was the fruit of a Metaphorical 
and Synecdochic investigation of a field that had been precritically appre~ 
hended, and therefore construed in the nlode of MetonYlny. Put as a rule, 
this 11light yield a generalization: He who approaches history as a field of 
cause-effect relationships is driven, by the logic of the linguistic operation 
itself, to the cOlnprehension of that field in Ironic terms. 

1'his 111eans that Enlightenment historical thought lTIoved in its explana
tory luode froll1 n011101ogical apprehensions to typological cOlnprehensions, 
which is to say that the best it offered to historical understanding was a suc
cession of "types" of hUlnanity, which tended to fall apart into positive or 
nega tive classes, in this case, reason and unreason respectively. 1'he I1lode of 
representation began in an Epic prefiguration of the historical field, which is 
to say in the apprehension of a great contest between the powers of reason 
and enreaSOl1, a contest inspired by the hope that history would show the 
triUI11ph of the heroic powers over the blocking figures that were needed for 
the tension leading to the I110VeI11ent in the \vhole. But historians soon began 
to recognize that, when it is a l1latter of divine contests, s0l11ething lllust be 
lost or gained absolutely in the conflict, that it is not a Ina tter sin1ply of 
redisposing the forces at play on the field, that, in short, neither life nor 
history is a ga111e. l-'his, in turn, led to the investigation of the possible 
COlnie or Tragic I1leanings that the whole historical process might yield to 
investigation. But it was finally recognized that a Comic representation of 
historical occurrence can be sustained only on dogn1a tic grounds, as Turgot 
and Conclorcet tried to sustain it, and never on elnpirical ones, as Bayle and 
Voltaire had hoped to do. 

l-the result of this perception was to drive thought to the consideration 
of the feasibility of a Tragic en1plotment of the historical process. 1'his, 
however, was undernlined fro111 the beginning by the conception of hUl11an 
nature as nothing but a field of causal detern1inations, yvhich makes of 
every potentially 1'ragic flaw in a protagonist a genuine corruption rather 
than a virtue which has been transfornlcd by excess into a vice. 1'he result 
was that historical thought, like the philosophical and literary sensibility of 
the age, was carried into the l1lode of Satire, which is the "fictional" form 
that Irony takes. 

Satire can bc used-and here I 1110ve into the area of ideological implica
tions~for either Conservative or Liberal purposes, depending upon whether 
the object satirized is an established or an enlcrging social force. The histor
ical thought of the Enlightenlnent, that produced by its best representatives, 
could have been used for either Liberal or Conservative purposes, but to no 
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very high effect in the service of either, because, in its Irony, it recognized 
that the specific truths it established were ambiguous and taught no general 
truths at all, only that, plus ra change, plus c' est la Ineme chose. In the end, 
the forces of de1110Cracy that were emerging during the time appeared as 
reprehensible and as frightening to the philosophes as did the forces of 
aristocracy and privilege ,vhich they had originally opposed, because, in the 
very way they construed reality, they could not believe in the possibility of a 
genuine transformation of anything-society, culture, or themselves. 

Kant's decision to treat historical cOlllprehension as a fiction having dis
tinct illoral in1plications represented the coming to consciousness of the 
age's Ironic predisposition. And, just as in Kant's philosophy his Ironic 
defense of science paved the way for Idealism, so too did his Ironic analysis 
of historical thought pave the ,vay for the rebirth of that Organicist concep
tion of reality taught by Leibniz. Kant disliked Fichte's Idealism, which was 
an eccentric developlllent of his o"vn systenl, because it nlade of science 
nothing but a projection of the subjective will. What he disliked about the 
Organicism of Herder, vvho revived Leibniz's doctrine of continuity and 
turned it into the basis of a new philosophy of history, was that it lllade of 
change and transfornla tion the very bases of life, the nature of which now 
required that one not even raise the question of whether or not history \vas 
progreSSIng. 

In a "vork that I "vin consider later, as another exalllple of an Ironic 
approach to historical knovllcdge (Nietzsche'S Use and Abuse of J-listory) , 
a distinction is dra\vn behveen three kinds of historical sensibility-the 
Antiquarian, the Nlonu111ental, and the Critical-on the basis of what Inight 
be called the dOlllinant £orrll of the Utenlporal yearning" ,vhich characterizes 
each. Antiquarian history, Nietzsche said, places an absolute value on any
thing old, just because it is old, and succors man's need for a feeling of having 
roots in a prior world and his capacities for reverence, without \vhich he 
could not live. Monlunental history, by contrast, seeks not the old but the 
lllanifestly great, the heroic, and holds it up as an example of man's creative 
power to change or transfornl his world; hence it is future-oriented and 
destructive of Antiquarian pieties and present practical concerns. Critical 
history, on the other hand, judges both inherited pieties and utopian dreams 
of the future, "varking in the service of present felt needs and desires, pre
paring the \vay for that creative forgetting, the cultivation of the faculty of 
"oblivion" \vithout vvhich action in the present is not possible at all. 

The eighteenth century produced representatives of all three types of 
history-\vriting, but it was weakest in the promotion of the monulnental, 
the hero-serving, form. 'fhe conception of history as the story of heroes, of 
the historical process as "the essence of innumerable biographies," as Carlyle 
would later conceive it, was the special achievement of the Romantic age of 
the early nineteenth century. But the Enlightenment produced nothing of 
this sort, because the Enlightenment did not really have very much confi-
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dence in individual nlen~in hlUl1anity, yes; in individual Inen, no. The rea
son for this lay in the perspective fronl which the Enlighteners viewed their 
own atte111pts to write history, whether in the Antiquarian, the MOl1luTIcntal, 
or the Critical fOfnl. 

l'he Enlighteners caDle to their study of history frOITI the fourth level of 
awareness that Nietzsche hilTIself sought to proInate, a nlet(lhistorical aware¢ 
ness~an Ironic awareness~of the linlitation which nature places on every 
htunan action and the restriction which hUlnan finitude places on every effort 
to c0l11prehcnc1 the world in either thought or inlagination. But they did not 
fully exploit their ascent to this level of awareness. They did not believe in 
their own prodigious powers of drealning, which their Ironic self-conscious
ness should have set free. For theIn, the in1agination was a threat to reason 
and could be deployed in the world only under the ITIOst rigorous rational 
constrain ts. 

1'he difference between the ~---:nligh teners and Nietzsche was that the latter 
was aware of the "fictive" nature of his own Ironic perceptions, and turned 
his own oneiric po\vers against then1, using the 4<unhistorical" position, fro1l1 

which he could survey the efforts of historians to "Inake sense" of the histori
cal process in fl.l1 tiq narian, MonuDlcn tal, and Critical tcrnls, as a base fraln 
which to ascend to the "super historical" position, on which nevv and life
serving, rather than death-serving, ~'nlyths" of history could be generated. 

By contrast, the l~l1lighteners never rose to full awareness of the creative 
possibilities contained in their own Ironic apprehension of the ~tfictive" 

nature of historical reflection. l'his is one reason why they never succeeded 
in understanding the ('fictive" representations of truth given in the lllyths, 
legends, and fables of earlier ti111es. They did not see that fables 11lay be the 
£orll1s given to truths that are incoIllpletcly grasped just as often as they rnay 
be the contents of falsehoods that are inccHnplctely recognized. Thus, they 
never freed then1selves for that 111ythic inl111ersion in the historical process 
conceived as the divine IIlystery, which Herder celebrated in his philosophy, 
or for that poetic ilTlInersion in history conceived as a hun1an IIlystery, which 
Vico celebrated in his . "I'\fc\rv Science." 

~~ I-lerder's F{ehellion against Enlightenrnent I-listoriography 

IIerder's thought is "lIlythical" because it seeks escape frOll1 NlctonynlY and 
its Ironic consequence by recourse to the ITlOst basic kind of explanation and 
representation, the basis of rnythic c0111prehcnsion itself, naive J\1etaphoL 
n .~ l·;J 'J 1 l' ,t . . " . . . . . 1 d' . I 1 Dut l-_eruer s t 1ong.lt IS not narve; It IS conSCIOUS Y = lIccteCl to t_lC recov-
ery of the individuality of the event in its particularity, uniqueness, and 
concreteness in discrete sets of lVIetaphoricaI identifications" 'rhus, l-Ierder's 
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thought 111ay be said to have begun in an apprehension of the historical field 
as an effectively infinite set of particulars, the origins or causes of which 
were preslllned to be utterly unknovvable to reason, hence llliraculolls, and 
the 1Vvhole of which appeared to hinl as a heaving, tossing ocean of apparently 
casual happening. But IIerder could not rest \'lith the lnere entertainnlent 
of this rand0111neSS as the ultinlate reality. He insisted-for religious or 
Dletaphysical reasons-that this field of happening has an ontologically prior 
and spiritually superior ground or purpose, a purpose which assured hin1 of 
the ultinlate unity, integration, and harnl0nization of the parts in the whole. 

Herder's thought strained for the principle in virtue of \vhich this intinla
tion of harnlony and integration can be justified, but in such a vvay as to avoid 
its specification in rnerely physical or causal (that is to say, Metonymical) 
ternlS, so as to avoid the descent into Irony \vhich snch specification inevita
bly entails \vhen fully thought through to its ultilnate conclusion. He con
tented himself \vith discoveries of linlited farinal coherencies anlong the 
individualities he conceived to inhabit the historical field as inlnlediately 
given~that is to say, vvith the apprehension of what 111ight be called puta
tively concrete universals, vvhich are nothing other than the species and 
genera of events found in the historical field but treated as concrete individ~ 
ualities in thc111s.elvcs: nations, peoples, cultures. l'his is why his conception 
of history can be seen as both individualistic and typological, and \vhy 
Herder's \vholc syste111 of thought can be legitirnately linked to R0111anti
CiS111 on the one hand and to IdealisTI1 on the other. 

j\s a philosophical systelD vvhich took shape after~and in reaction to
EnlightenlTlent J\![echanisrn, I-lerder's Organicist philosophy asserted at one 
and the saIne tin1c the pIinlacy and irreducibility of the individual human 
being as \vell as of the typifications of individuals' lllodes of relationship 
\vith one another. I-Icrder felt no need to decide whether the concrete indi
vidual or the type \vhich it represents is ontologically l1lore prin1ary, for he 

. d ~ . ,. . ~ 1 1 ' 1 b -11 1.1. 1-" B I I-I conceIve the 111dlVlUlla anc tne type to -e equa y rea. ot 1 are equa y 
expressive of the spiritual force or po\ver God, vvhich is ultin1ately responsi
ble for the integrity of the individual and of the type, and for their harnloni= 
zatioI1 \vithin a larger, COSl11ic totality over the course of tin1c. For the sanle 
reasons, the cOBling into being and passing away of both the individual and 
the species and genera they represent \vcre not problenls for hilTl, because he 
prcsu111ed that this process of c0111ing ill to being and passing a wa y is not to 
be defined as either a natural or a spiritual process, but as a process which is 
both natural and spiritual, at one and the sanlC tinlC. CODling into being and 
passing a\vay \vcre equally precious to hini as the rneans by \vhich the unified 
organic force acccHl1plishes its task of 111tin1atcly integrating being with 
itself. 

I-bus, not even death \,vas a ter111ination for Herder; it is not real, but is 
rather a transition /}oinJ fr0111 one state of integration to another. In the 
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Jdeen Zllr JJhilosophie cler C-;eschichte des l\1~enschheits (1784~91), for exa111-

pIc, he said: 

l~ very thing in nature is connected: one state strives to\vards and prepares for the 
next. Ii, then, n1C1n be the last and highest link, closiug as it vvere the chain of 
terrestrial organization, he nlllst also begin the chain of ([ higher order of creatures 
as its lovvest link. I-Ie is, therefore, the n1iddle ring betvvcen tvv'O adjoining systenlS 
of C~rca tion, ... 'fhis vie\v of things . . . alone gives us a key to the \vonderflll 
phcnornenon of Blan and hence also to a possible philosophy of hunUln history. 

For if we bear this vic\rv in l1lind, it helps us to thIovV light on the peculiar 
contradiction that is inherent in the hurnal1 condition. l\Ilan considered as an ani
rnal is a child of the earth and is attached to it as his habitation; but considered as 
a hUlnan being; as a creature of J-Iulnarzitiit, he has the seeds of ilnrnortality 1vithin 
hinI, and these require IJlanting in another soil. As an anilllal he can satisfy his 
vvants; there are 111en \vho \vish for no 1110re and hence can be perfectly happy here 
below. But those 1vho seek ([ nobler gocil {ind everything ({found thenl ilnperfect 
and incornlJlete, since the rnosi: lloble has never been accolnplishecl and the 1110St 

{Jure has rarely endured on this earth. l'his is anlply illustrated by the history of 
our species, by the IIlC1ny attcrnpts and enterprises that rnan has undertaken, and 
by the events and revolutions that have overtaken hinl. N'oyv and then a \vise 111£:1n, 

a good Inan, enIcrgccl to scatter ideas, precepts and deeds onto the flood of tiT11e. 
'rhey caused but ripples on the vvaters .... Fools overpc>\vered the counsels of the 
\vise and spendthrifts inherited the treasures of vvisc1ol11 collected by their forc-
l{,:ttllers 'lnlln'-tl l1v"s' O'lt ii-c -life '-lnd e--\\!cn if it'.: \'("-!fS-' bc too Ire~V" r"'o- 'lLlt~ill [.= ~~= ~ " e Q L_- __ L _ L L Lv __ ~ , c ___ ~ :J _~ ~ ~J " ~-,(._ _ _ ~, L Lp> 

higher ends, its inncnnost purpose is accoIHplishcd; its skills are vvhat they arc and 
it is \vhat it is rncanl to be. fvlan alone of all creatures is in conflict ~vith hinlself 
and vvith the v~orldo 'Though the rnost /Jcrfect (uJ1.ong theIn, in tenns of poten
tialities/ is also the least successful in developing thern to their fullest extent, 
even at the end of a loug and active life. I is Lhe representative of "L),vo ~vorlds at 
once, and {rOlll this derives the apf)(zrent bipolarity of his nature. " .. 1'his rnuch is 
certain: in each of ulan's pCJ\vcrs chvcl1s an infinity \vliich cannot be developed in 

present state vvhcrc it is repressed by other po\vers 1 by anjrnal drives and appe-
tites, dcnvrL, as it ,,'ere, by the pulls and pressnres of onr daily 

of Leihniz, that the 11lind is tl1C ll1irror of the nniverse l 

con Lrntlt than is COIlllflonly realized. Ii'or the ltyovvers of the 
{!n !.verSG s'cent to lie concealed in the 111ind require only (in org(tl1izatioH7 or a 
C'[J';<r)(' n-I U--yu(ij";''7(r-l-l'')-''-1(' L'----)- s-·"t t"I-lnr--; -in '1 (+1 r -)--11- f i.-, V -' r~iTll:l ,",-,vc'l-~ :.,--. ill'\,' 11 "('-'SOnr' "CJ' ","_,,, ,--,I . b"" l-!.(~ ,,[ •. , I •• t]'! L, LL ,- __ ~l~-,-lJ -'3-.it C~~~l_~ -'-_. , " • Ll,_,,"-, ~1[ ___ ') ~ ~~ 1 ALI _ ,,} _01.J '-'-'-

SlH1Ce Lhne are Cln()ty COHcepts, I only IncaSllre and denote relations 
{' l' 7.- 1 1 7'" 1 -' 1 '-1 l' _ -, , or tne /Joey not oearufJon tile eternaL' capacny ol tnc nuno 1VIlIC/l rr([n~ 

added] 

passage vve call sec to enclose \vithin an 
of the nobility and harn10ny of "vholc-~"and to neutralize 

\vh.ich a Illerely Metonytnical apprehension of the 
to if it consistently deve10ped and thought fhrough 
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to its ultimate in1plications. The "contradiction" of the hunlan condition, 
the paradox th8t nlan is the highest of creatures and is at the saIne time in 
constant conflict with himself, that he is possessed of the highest faculties and 
is at the same time the only animal organisn1 that is at constant war with his 
environment, the irony of the fact that the noblest exem.plars of the race are 
nl0st discontented vvi th their lot and are the least effective in their efforts to 
ennoble their fello\v 11len-all of this is taken to account for the "apparent 
bipolarity" of hlnnan nature, \vhich is, in turn, transformed into a basis for 
belief in 111an'S inhabitance of two realms, natural and spiritual, between 
which he fornls the link and bridge, and fro111 \vhich his aspirations as a man 
i111pel hin1 to a higher order of integration beyond tinle and space. All of 
this is what justifies the t\vofolc1 path ~lhich Herder's thought followed in his 
consideration of the historical process: his apprehension of the structure of 
the historical field in the Blode of lVletaphorical identification of the individ
ual entities-huI1lan beings and groups-which constitute it in its iITIlnediacy; 
and his conlprehension of this field as a process, as a structure in process of 
articulation in the direction of the integration of all the parts into a spiritual 
'}vhole. 

Herder renl0ved the necessity of Metonymical characterization of the 
historical field, dissolved it as a field of causal happening, and made a datunl 
out of what, in Nlechanistic philosophies of history, must be entertained as 
the crucial problern-that is, the proble111 of change. At the saIne tin1e, he 
did not deny the justification of the Ironic conclusion to vvhich a MetonYlni
cal analysis is driven~that is, the apparently "contradictory" nature of 
hunlan history_ He sin1ply took that "contradiction" as an Happarent" real
ity, a thing \vhich is not so 111uch to be explained as Si111ply to be explained 
away by appeal to the presluned harnloniza tion of the parts in the whole 
over the long run. I-Ience his thought oscillated between his apprehension of 
the individual in its concreteness and integrity as a particularity character
ized by purpose and 1110Ven1ent to\varc1 a goal, which l1lade hiln precious to 
the Ronlantics \vho follo\ved hinl, and the comprehension of the whole as a 
plenulll of typifications suggesting the progressive idealization of the totality, 
\vhich ll1ade hilTI dear to the Idealists. What made hinl anathenla to the 
Positivist philosophers of his o\vn tinle (such as Kant, who in his scientific 
philosophy constituted the beginning of a philosophically secure Positivisl11) 
and those \vho C0111e after hin1 (such as the COlnteans) was that the category 
of causality had been drained of all efficacy for the analysis of hUITIan phe
nOlnena, or rather had had its cornpetence liI1lited to that of analyzing physi
cal and anirnal nature and those aspects of mankind which fall under the 
(no\v epistcll1ologically insignificant) laws of ll1aterial causation. 

But, if this insight into the different spheres over \vhich different kinds of 
sciences (the physical sciences on the one side, the human sciences on the 
other) presided endeared hin1 to the Idealists and the N·eo-Kantians of the 
end of the nineteenth century and our o\vn tilne, it vvas received with SOlne-
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thing less than wholehearted enthusiasnl by I-Iege1. The great critical Ideal
ist Hegel recognized that Herder and others like hin1 had correctly per~ 

ceived that change was a fundalnental category of historical analysis, but he 
also perceived that neither Herder, nor the Absolute Idealists (Fichte and 
Schelling), nor the Positivists had provided a rational theory adequate to 
the deternlination of what this change irnported for hU111an life in general, 
what the 111eaning of this change, its direction and ultinlate purpose, 111ight 
be. 

Herder not only saw the plan of the whole historical dralna as a Conlic 
plan, he saw every act of that dranla as a COlllic play in ll1iniature, a small, 
self-enclosed world in which things are always precisely what they ought to 
be as well as what they lnanifestly are. Yet this very characterization of his
torical existence as a "contradiction" and a paradox denies in1plicitly \vhat 
he consistently reiterated as an established truth. And this reveals the Inoral 
lin1itation of Herder's conception of history, the forn1alisiTI toward which it 
strove as the highest kind of kno\vledge one can aspire to in historical COlll
prehension itself. This fOfn1alis111, which \vas l-Ierder's response to the Irony 
of the historiography of late (skeptical) rationalis111, this \villingncss to halt 
with the apprehension of forn1al coherence in the historical process, signaled 
Herder's will to reconstitute n1ythically the grounds on \vhich historical 
explanation and representation can be carried out, his desire for a new para
dignl of historical cOlllprehension. 

I-Ierdcr shared this desire for a nevv paradignl for conceiving the historical 
field \vith the generation of writers and thinkers which appeared an over 
Europe in his tilne (the "Prc-I-Zolnantics" and Stiirn-zer und Dranger), a gen
eration which sought to break with all the presuppositions of Enlightenment 
rationalisI11 in philosophy and science and \vith Neo-Classicislll in art. Their 
desire to break \vith rationalislTl (at least in its Mechanistic forIn) and 
materialis111 (at least in its non-evolutionary concept) betokened the in1mi
nen t crystalliza tion of a new paradignl, on the basis of which explanation, 
representation, and ideological inlplication ,,,ere to be carried out on such 
.uchaotic" fields of occurrence as that represented by history. Because he 
Inade change i1l1111ediately categorial in his systen1 and only proximately or 
finally derivative £ro111 a higher, changeless power, Herder served well the 
felt need of his generation to reinvestigate the pheno1l1ena of historical 
change in general. And, since he refused to specify what the higher governing 
agency Il1ight be, those who shared his apprehension of the historical field
as a congeries of concrete individualities differently engaged in the process of 
their o\vn self-articulation~could utilize his mode of apprehending the his
torical field in the interests of conternplating either the individualities 111et 
with on that field or the higher unity to whose existence their capacities for 
self-articulation testified. 

I--Iere is Herder's real significance as a historical n1ethodologist. If the his
torian's interest turns priluarily upon interest in the individualities occupying 
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the field, he will tend to write history in the Romantic mode, the mythical 
nature of which was ilnmediately manifest to such hard-headed "realists" 
of the next generation as \Vilheln1 von Hun1boldt, Ranke, and Hegel. If the 
historian wants to study the individualities in the field in order to determine 
the nature of the 111ystetious "spirit" to whose existence their existence is 
supposed to testify, as Fichte, Schelling, and Wilhelm von Schlegel did, he 
win \rvrite Idealist history, the "mythic" nature of which was equally 
obvious to those self-san1e ~~realists" of the next generation. If, hovvever, the 
historian detaches Herder's technique of investigation from the lnore gen
eral spiritualist interests \vhich, in his mind, it was conceived to serve, and 
111akes the simultaneous apprehension of things in their individuality and 
forInal coherence the object of his study of the historical field, in such a way 
as to define a specifically ~'historical" explanation as a description of the 
formal coherence displayed by an individuality, whether as a particular or 
a congeries of particulars, he ~·ill write history in the mode which has come 
to be called "historis111" -\vhich has lately COIl1e to be viewed as a distinc;. 
tive \vorld view, \vith ideological implications that are as ineluctable as those 
of the "n1ythic" systen1s against which it was originally proposed as an 
antidote. 

~ Herder's Idea of History 

Before proceeding to a discussion of the origins of historism and the char .. 
acterization of its paradign1 and various lllodalities of articulation, I will 
note, for purposes of clarification, the ways in which Herder's world view 
functions as a ground for a potential methodology for historical study. I will 
begin by noting the usual characterization of Herder's achievement as a his
torical thinker. A late Herderian and an exponent of the same Synecdochic 
intelligence which Herder represented in his own time (and, moreover, one 
who advanced his philosophy in a sil11ilar spirit-that is, as a way of tran
scending the Irony of his o\vn age), Ernst Cassirer, said that Herder "broke 
the spell of analytical thinking and the principle of identity which had held 
Enlightenment thinking in thrall to causal analysis in historical thinking." 
History, as Herder conceived it, Cassirer wrote, "dispells the illusion of 
identity; it knows nothing really identical, nothing that ever recurs in the 
saIne form. History brings forth new creatures in uninterrupted succession, 
and on each she besto\vs as its birthright a unique shape and an independent 
1110de of existence. Every abstract generalization is, therefore, powerless 
with respect to history, and neither a generic nor any universal norm can 
comprehend its \rvealth. Every human condition has its peculiar value; every 
individual phase of history has its immanent validity and necessity" (Cas
sirer, 231). Yet, at the same time, Cassirer continued, for Herder, "These 
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phases are not separated from one another, they exist only in and by virtue 
of the whole. But each phase is equally indispensable. It is fron1 such conl
plete heterogeneity that real unity en1erges, which is conceivable only as the 
unity of a process not as a sanleness anlong existing things" (ibid.). 

Herder's feeling for the diversity of life £orll1s, his sense of unity in diver
sity, and his substitution of process for structure as the lllode of cOlllprehend
ing history in its totality constitute his distinctive contributions to the 
historical sense of the nineteenth century. But, as he presented his syste111 in 
Jdeen Zllr Philosophie der Geschichte des Menschheits, he attempted too 
much. He sought to unite the spheres of the natural and the historical within 
the Sal1le cOl1lplex of causes. Consider, for exanlple, the following relnarks, 
which COIne at the end of his reflections on the causes of Rome's decline and 
fall. 

The law that sustained the 111undane systen1, and fornlcd cach crystal, each ,,,,arm, 
each flake of snow, fOrIlled and sustained also the hUl1lan species: it 11lade its own 
nature the basis of its continuance and progressive action, as long as 111en shall 
exist. All the works of God have their stability in thelllselves, and in their beautiful 
consistency: for they all repose, within their detenninate linlits, 011 the equilibriu111 
of contending po\vers, by their intrinsic energy, which reduces these to order. 
Guided by this clue, I wander through the labyrinth of history and every\vhere 
perceive divine harnlonious order: for vvhat can any\vhcre occur, cloes occur; what 
can operate, operates. But reason and justice alone endure: nladness and folly 
destroy the Earth and thC111Selvcs. [I--Icrder, I eleen, 419 (JVlan uel cd., 116~1 7 ) ] 

The inl1nediatc appeal of this passage turns upon the in1age which it 
evokes of a systelll tha t is both growing and orderly, energic and stable, 
active yet reposed, developing but systenlatic, infinite yet linlited, and so Oll, 

all of which is SUlTIlTIed up in the idea of equilibriuTI1. The ilnplication of the 
passage is that everything that has ever existed was adequate to the condi
tions of its existence. I-Ierder delighted in the fact that '\vhat can anyvvhere 
occur, does occur; what can operate, operates." And on the basis of this 
insight he cautioned his readers against any i111pulse to perplex themselves 
with any .tconcern" of a "provident or retrospective" sort. (39) Things are 
always what they Blust be, but the necessity of their being vvhat they are is 
nothing but the relationship betv/cen thenlselves and their 111ilicllX: "All 
tha t can be, is; all that can corne to be, will be; if not today, then tOlll0rrow." 
1'he spectacle of cOIlling into being and passing a\vay which the historical 
record displays to consciousness was no occasion for despair to Herder. rrilne 
did not threaten hinl, because he did not take tinle seriously. 1'hings pass 
a\vay when their time has COIlle, not when Ti111e requires it of theIne Tilne is 
interq'alized in the individual; it exercises no hegC111011Y over organic nature: 
"Everything has COlne to blool11 upon the earth which could do so, each in 
its own tinle and in its own Inilieu; it has faded a\vay, and it will bloOlTl 
again, when its tinle CaBles." 
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Herder did not preSUllle to place himself above anything he encountered 
in the historical record. Even the slovenly natives of the far off land of 
California, reports of whom he had from a missionary, excited in him more 
wonder than the disgust they vvould have inspired in Voltaire. Although they 
changed their habitation !'perhaps a hundred times a year," slept wherever 
the urge seized them, '\vithout paying the least regard to the filthiness of the 
soil, or endeavoring to secure thelllselves from noxious vernlin," and fed 
on seeds \vhich, "when pressed by want, they pick ... out of their own excre
Illent," he still found redeeming qualities in them. For they were "al\vays 
cheerful; forever jesting and laughing; well made, straight, and active"; they 
lifted stones and other things from the ground "with their two foremost 
toes"; and vvhen they avvoke from sleep, they "laugh[ed], talk [edJ, and 
jest[ed]," going on, "till worn out by old age, when they [met] death with 
cahn indifference" (181 [9]). 

Herder judged nothing. Those things that appeared to be evil, suffering, 
wrongdoing, \vere seen by hiIll always to judge themselves; their perishing 
was their judgment-they sinlply did not endure. And, according to Herder, 
it was the sanle vvith the great agents of history as it was with the sInall, with 
the ROlnans as with Californians. "The ROlnans/' Herder wrote, 4~were 

precisely ,vhat they \vere capable of becoming: everything perishable belong
ing to then1 perished, and vvha t "vas suspectible of permanence remained" 
(394 [267-68]). Nothing existed for anything else, but everything was an 
indispensable part of the \vhole; the law of the whole was the rule of the 
part: "Natural history has reaped no advantage fronl the philosophy of final 
causes, the sectaries of vvhich have been inclined to satisfy then1selves vvith 
probable conjecture, instead of patient inquiry: how much less the history of 
luankind, vvith its endlessly cOITlplicated 11lachinery of causes mutually acting 
upon each other" (393 [266-67]; italics added) 0 In history, as in nature, 
Herder concluded, "all, or nothing, is fortuitous; all, or nothing, is arbitrary . 
. . . This is the only philosophical method of contemplating history, and it 
has been even unconsciously practiced by all thinking nlinds" (392 [264-
65]) . 

Of course, to Herder nothing vvas fortuitous, nothing was arbitrary. He 
believed that the governing agency which gives to everything the form it 
ought to have is not extrinsic to the historical process; in the process itself, 
through a lllutual interaction aI110ng the elements of the process, things are 
Blade into what they ought to be. All agencies in history carry within them 
the rule of their own articulation, the operation of which is testified to in the 
fornlal coherencies vvhich individual things actually succeed in attaining. 
HUlllility in the presence of the Illultiplicity of these forills is the historian's, 
as it is the philosopher's, and, indeed, in Herder's conception, as it is the 
scientist's, rule of procedure. Viewed from within the process itself, rather 
than from outside it in the light of generic preconceptions, the historical 
world is a plethora of unique forms, concrete universals, no one of which is 
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like any other, but everyone of which testifies to the presence of an inform
ing principle within the whole. 

'The liI11itation of this conception of history is easily discernible. Lovejoy 
has pointed out that I-Ierder lacked any principle that might permit him to 
explain why, if everything was always adequate to what nature required of 
it, things had to change at all (Lovejoy, Essays, 181). Unable to relate the 
fact of change to the fact of duration in any theoretically convincing way, 
Herder \vas cOlllpelled, Lovejoy says, to elevate both change and duration 
into sacralnenta, and to consider manifestations of either as epiphanies of a 
mysterious power, "the unified organic force" before which he was alter .. 
nately reduced to pious silence or inspired to hYlnns of praise. In his review 
of the I deen, Kant, that relentless detector of ll1etaphysics, laconically 
exposed the unscientific character of Herder's reflections on both nature and 
history. l'he notion of a unified organic force as "self-constituting with 
respect to the rnanifold of all organic creatures and as subsequently acting 
upon organs according to their differences so as to establish the rnany genera 
and speciesn lay "wholly outside the field of empirical natural science," Kant 
nlaintained. Such an "idea" belonged "solely to speculative philosophy," 
Kant held, and he went on to argue that, 'tif it were to gain entry even there, 
it would cause great havoc alllong accepted conceptions" (Kant, On History, 
38). 1'he desire to relate everything to everything else vvas denied to science, 
Kant said; and, in a witty passage on Herder's attempt to deduce the func
tions of the parts of the body fronl its general physiognomy, Kant laid bare 
the Inetaphysical thrust of I-Ierder's entire systelll: 

rro vv'ant to detennine the arrangen1cnt of the head, externally with respect to its 
shape and internally with respect to its brain, as necessarily connected \vith a pro
pensity toward an upright posture; still 1110rc, to want to detennine how a simple 
organization directed solely to this end could contain the ability to reason (a pur
suit therefore in "vhich the beast participates)~· that patently exceeds all human 
reason. For reason, thus conceived, totters on the top rung of the physiological 
ladder and is on the point of taking rnctaphysical wing. [38-39J 

What Kant discerned in fIerder's systeul as an error, however, was pre
cisely what appealed to the historians and philosophers of history who 
follovved hilTL In the first place, the fact that flerder's systenl \vas rneta
physical rather than scientific vvas less important than the 1110de of conceiv
ing history yvhich it pro1110ted. 'l"he Inetaphysical aspects of the SystCIll were 
the results of an abstraction fro111 the root ll1etaphor yvhich underlay it and 
sanctioned a particular posture before the facts of existence on the one hand 
and a particular nlode of representing natural and historical processes on 
the other. l'he posture before the facts which it encouraged was especially 
attractive to men who had lived through the period of the Revolution and 
its afternlath and who ardently desired some principle on the basis of which 
they could affirnl the adequacy of their own lived reality against the extrenl-
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ist criticis111s of it \vhich enlanated froIn Reactionaries on the one hand and 
froIn Radicals on the other. Herder's acceptance of every reality as inher
ently possessing its ovvn rule of articulation could be extended to a contelnpo
rary society, as \vell as to past social orders, in a spirit acceptable to both the 
Conservative and Liberal ranges of the spectruIll of political ideology. The 
attitude \vhich served as the basis of historisnl when directed toward the past 
was the saIne as that \vhieh served as the basis of realism when turned upon 
the present. The sanle "catholicity of appreciation and understanding" which 
Herder lavished on every aspect of nature and past history becanle in spirits 
as diverse as Hegel, Balzac, l'ocq ueville, and Ranke the basis of a distinc
tively realistic historical self-consciousness. Once drained of its excessive 
claims as a form of scientific explanation and entertained as an attitude, 
OrganicisIn generated a whole set of perspectives on both the past and the 
present that \vere especially satisfying to spokesmen for established classes in 
the social order, \vhether those spokeslnen thought of the111selves as Liberals 
or Conservatives. 

In characterising Herder's conception of history, then, I should distinguish 
among the point of vie-tv fro111 vvhich he regarded historical agents and 
agencies, the voice \vith vvhich he addressed his audience, the formal theory 
of Organicis111 \vhich he offered as an explanation of the events of history, 
the story he told about history, and the plot structure which underlay this 
story and Blade of it a story of a particular kind. If I make such distinctions, 
I can see that, although Kant was no doubt right in his proscription of 
Herder's Organicisl11 as a metaphysical theory, he had really undermined 
only one of five different aspects of Herder's whole systenl. As a storyteller, 
Herder provided a lllodel for a way of depicting history that can be disen
gaged from its fornlal theoretical basis and judged on its own terms as a 
Inethodological protocol \vhich can be shared by r0111antics, realists, and 
historists alike, and the sharing of which 11lakes of the historical thinkers 
\vho follo\ved hinl, vvhether romantic, realist, or historist, representatives 
of a single fanlily of attitudes. 

First of all, the voice in which Herder presented his conception of history 
was that of the priestly celebrant of a divine mystery, not that of the prophet 
adnl0nishing his people for their fall froIn grace and recalling them to par
ticipation in the law. Herder spoke for rather than against humanity'S 
detractors, but not only for hUlllanity in general; he also spoke for, or on 
behalf of, his contemporary audience, which he addressed directly and whose 
attitudes and values he shared. Second, the point of view assunled by Herder 
with respect to his n1aterials was that of one \vho is neither below nor above 
theI11 in dignity_ Herder did not credit the idea that he and his own age \vere 
demented coinage of a nobler age or incomplete anticipations of an age yet 
to come. Although his attitude toward the past was that of a celebrant of its 
inherent virtue, he extended this same attitude toward his own time, so that 
the virtue that was presunled to have existed in prior times and would exist 
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in fu tllre tilnes "vas also presumed to be pres en t in his tinle as vvell. Tlhird, 
the story he told \V~IS that of the cOlTling into being and passing-avvay of 
things in their own ti111e; it was a story organized around the rnotifs of 
change and duration and the then1es of generation, gro\vth, and f111filhnent, 
rnotifs and thelTles vvhich depend for their plausibility on the acceptance of 
the analogy bet\veen hU111all life and plant life, the root nletaphorical identi
fication at the heart of the \york. It \vas the abstraction froIn this 111etaphor 
that gave l-lerder the specifically ()rganicist philosophy, with its attendant 
strategy of explanation and criterion of truth, criticized by Kant in his 
rcvie\v as unscientific and 11lctaphysical. And, finally, the plot structure or 
underlying 111}th which pcrrnitted Iferder to bind together the thenles and 
1110tifs of his story into a c0111prchensible story of a particular sort was that 
vvhich has its archetype in Con1edy, the 111yth of Providence, vvhich perlnitted 
f-Ierder to assert that, when properly understood, all the evidence of disjunc
tions and conflict displayed in the historical record adds up to a drarna of 
divine, hurnan, and natural reconciliation of the sort figured in the draI11a of 
reden1ption in the Bible. 

In I-Iercler's \vhole systern, then, distinctions can be lnade bctvv'een the vvay 
he approached the data of history and worked it up into evidence on the one 
hand and the \vay he explained and represented it on the other. I-lis approach 
to the data was that of the pious celebrant of its variety and vitality, and he 
vvarked it up in such a \vay as to roake of it a story in \vhich this variety and 
vitality are stressed rather than explained a\;vay. Variety and vitality were 
not, for hinI, secondary, but rather prin1ary categories, and the kind of cvents 
he depicted in the story of vvorld history which he wrote ~ras intended to 
pl;escnt these characteristics as the data to be accounted for. T'hey were 
accounted for by being set within a double order of explanatory strategies, 
theoretical and 11lctaphysical on the one hand and poetic and Metaphorical 
on the other. 11h us, in I-lerder's I deen the reader experiences a twofold 
explanatory effect: the 111ctaphysical theory, \vhieh conflicts \vith the forn1al 
philosophizing, and especially the Kantian criticis111, of his ti111C; and the 
Metaphorical identification of the doctrine of Providence with the life of the 
plan t, \vhich perIni ts the ordering of the story 111 a terial in to a typical 
C0111edy. 

~ F1rom F-Ierder to Rornclnticis111 ([nd I clealisnl 

In illy characterization of eighteenth-century historiography I have distin
guished between four 1110dalities of historical conceptualization. l'he Blain 
tradition of rationalislll I have characterized as Metonyn1ical and Ironic in 
its apprehension and con1prehension, respectively, of the historical process, 
and I have ShO\Xlll how this approach to histof), justified an essentially Satiri-
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cal nl0de of representation, the Absurdist implications of \vhich accorded 
perfectly with the Skepticism in thought and relativism in ethics which a 
consistently ~lechanistic apprehension of the world must in the end lead to. 
Over against this tradition I have set, as a subdoDlinant convention of histor
ical thought \vhich persisted throughout the century, from Leibniz to Herder, 
a Metaphorical-Synecdochic Inode of historical conceptualization \vhich 
promotes an Organicist notion of explanation and a Comic nlode of repre
sentation, which has distinctively optimistic implications, but which is also 
essentially anlbiguous in its l11ora1 and political, which is to say its ideologi
cal, ilnplicatiol1s. Both of these conventions arose in opposition to the ~tcon
fessional" historiography of the preceding century, which \vas conceived to 
vvant in objectivity; to the annalistic mode of representation, vvhich was 
(correctly) perceived to vvant in color, conceptualization, and interpretive 
pOvver; and to the belletristic conception of the historian's task as promoted 
by the historiens galants or r0111anesques of the Rococo Age. I have sug
gested that the full developDlent of Mechanism into Irony on the one hand 
and of Organicis111 into spiritual self-certitude on the other created a schism 
in the historical consciousness of the age which exposed it to the threat of 
nlythification, a threat \vhich Kant at once warned against and exclllplified 
in his suggestion that the for111 of the historical process nlust be provided on 
aesthetic grounds for 1110ral reasons. 

This tendency to\vard the I11ythifica tion of historical consciousness was 
carried out in the interest of defending the individual against the collectivity 
in Ronlanticisnl and in the interest of defending the collectivity against the 
individual in Idealisnl. Both of these nlovenlents represented reactions to 
the Illoral Irony into which rationalist historiography had been driven fronl 
Bayle to Gibbon and the ideological anlbiguity into which the Synecdochic 
presuppositions of Herder's Organicist thought had led him by the early 
1790s. 

ROlnanticist historical thought can be conceived as an attenlpt to rethink 
the problenl of historical kno\vledge in the mode of Metaphor and the prob
lenl of the historical process in terms of the vvill of the individual conceived 
as the sole agent of causal efficacy in that process. Idealism may be viewed in 
a sinlilar light. It, too, represents an attempt to conceive historical knowl
edge and historical process in the 1110de of Metaphor; however, it conceives 
the sole agent of the historical process to be mind, not in its individuality, 
but in its generic essence, as the World Mind, in which all historical events 
are seen as effects of renl0te, first and final, "spiritual" causes. 
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~-9 Introduction 

} - HEGEL: THE POETICS OF HISTORY 

AND THE WAY BEYOND IRONY 

Hegel's thought about history began in Irony. He presupposed history as a 
prinle fact of both consciousness (as paradox) and h UI11an existence (as con
tradiction) and then proceeded to a consideration of what the Metonymical 
and Synecdochic Blades of conlprehension could D1ake of a world so appre
hended. In the process he relegated lVletonymical c0I11prehension to the 
status of a base for physical scientific explanations of the world, and further 
lin1ited it to the explanation of those occurrences that can legitinlately be 
described in terrr1S of cause-effect (mechanical) relationships. I--Ie conceived 
Synecdochic consciousness to have a Bl0re general applicability~that is, to 
the data of both nature and history-inasmuch as both the physical and the 
hurnan vvorld can be legitin1ately cOTI1prehended in tern1S of hierarchies of 
species, genera, and classes, the relationships arnong which suggested to 
I-Iegel the possibility of a synchronic representation of reality in general, 
which is itself hierarchical in nature, even though he denied that this hier
archy could be conceived to have unfolded in tiU1C in the physical \vorld. 'l'his 
position was consistent with the science of Hegel's tin1e, which did not per
lnit the attribution of the capacity to evolve to either physical or organic 
nature; in general, it taught the fixity of species. 

Hence, Hegel was forced to conclude that the formal coherence vvhich 
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man perceives in physical objects is only that-that is, forlllal-and that the 
appearance of an evolutionary connection between them that man thinks he 
discerns is a function of the lllind's effort to comprehend the ,vorld of purely 
spatial relationships unde~ the aspect of time. This means that, insofar as 
Hegel vvas driven toward the doctrine of natural evolution, he was so driven 
by logical considerations alone. The mind properly organizes the natural 
world, conceived as a hierarchy of ever lllore cOlnprehensive forms-from 
individual and species to genus and class-and is driven by speculation to 
ilnagine the possibility of the class of all classes, which would be the fornla1 
aspect of the \vhole of Being. But man has no grounds for inlputing to this 
hierarch y of £Of111S an evolution fronl lo\ver to higher or higher to lower in 
tinle. Each apprehended forIllal coherence is only a logical presupposition of 
that above it, just as it is the logical consequence of that below it. But none 
is the actual IJrecedent of the other, for in nature the species themselves do 
not change or evolve; only individuals do, and they change or evolve in the 
moven1ent of straight lines (as in gravitational fall) or cycles (as in organic 
processes of reproduction, birth, grovvth, decay, and death), which is to say 
that they develop within the limits of a specific form, not across species. 

For Hegel, every instance of cross-species fertilization represented a 
degeneration, a corruption of species, rather than in irnprovement or higher 
fOTIn of life. Nature, therefore, exists for Inan in the modes of ~letonynly 
and Synecdoche; and man's consciousness is adequate to the full comprehen
sion of its 1110des of existence when he deploys ca lisal concepts to explain 
changes in nature and typological systems to characterize the formal coher
ence and levels of integration or dispersion \vhich nature offers to perception 
guided by reason and aesthetic sense. It is, however, quite other\vise \vith 
history, for which causal explanations and typological characterizations of its 
data represent possible modes of conceiving its more prilnitive levels of 
occurrence, but \vhich, if they alone are e111ployed for its comprehension, 
expose understanding to the dangers of nlechanis111 011 the one hand and 
fonnalisn1 on the other. 

liegel took the liulitations of a purely I11echanistic approach to history to 
be manifest, since the very prill1acy which such an approach conceded to 
concepts of causal explanation led inevitably to the conclusion not only that 
the whole of history vvas totally determined but also that no change of any 
genuine significance could ever occur in history, the apparent development of 
human culture perceived there having to be construed as nothing but the 
rearrangen1ent of prinlitive elen1ents in different combinations. Such a view 
did as little justice to the obvious evolution of religious, artistic, scientific, 
and philosophical consciousness as it did to the evolution of society itself. 
Such an approach had to lead to the conclusion that, in fact, there had been 
no qualitative progress of mankind, no essential advancement of culture and 
society, froln the time of savagery to Hegel's time, a conclusion that was 
absurd on the face of it. 
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Fornlalislll was another 11latter. It Dlade sense of the historical process on 
the basis of a distinction between higher and lower forms of life, in both 
natural and historical existence. But, since it took the fornlal coherencies in 
terrns of vvhich this distinction vvas specified to be tinlclcss in essence, for-
111alisIll possessed no principle by vvhich to account for their evolution froIn 
lower to higher for111s of integration and no criterion by which to assess the 
Illaral significance of the evolution that could actually be seen to 'have 
occurred in the historical sphere. ]~ike the 111cchanistic approach to history, 
the forlnalist approach ,vas forced to choose between the conclusion that the 
formal coherencies it discerned in history appeared and disappeared at ran
c10Ill or represented the eternal recurrence of the san1e set of farlnal coher
cncies throughout all tirHe. N'o genuine evolutionary developnlent could be 
derived fr01l1 consideration of then1. 

l'hus, forrnalislTl and 111echanisI11 alike forced a choice bet\vcen the ulti-
111ate total incoherence of all historical processes (pure contingency) and 
their ultiI11ate total coherence (pure deterlnination). 

But fOflnalisln \vas Inore dangerous than Incchanislll, in flegel's view, 
because the spiritual abl10sphere of the age prolTIoted allegiance to its differ
ent ITlodes of deploynlent, as an apprehension of total incoherence or of total 
coherence in the t,vo dOlllinant cultural rnoven1cnts of the tinlC, I{01l1anti~ 

CiSl11 and Subjective Idealisl11, both of vvhich I-iegel despised. 
In his introduction to Philosophy of History llegel characterized one type 

of reasoning \vhich utilizes ll1crcly fonnalist procedures in the follo\ving 
ternlS: 

A ... process of reasoning is adopted? in reference to the correct assertion that 
genius, talent, 1110ral virtues, and sentin1ents, and piety, lllay be found in every 
zone, under all political constitutions and conditions; in confin11ation of which 
cxarnples are forthco111ing in abundance. [65:1 

l'his is the sort of apprehension fro111 which fIerder derived his ()rganicist 
conclusions about the nature of the historical process. But, Hegel went on 
to note, 

If in this assertion, the accon11Janying distinctions are intended to be repudiated 
as unimportant or non-essential, reflection evidently lill1its itself to abstract cate
gories; and ignores the [specific attributes] of the object in question, 'which cer
tainly fall under 110 principle recognized by such categories. [6 5-66J 

And he then poiutcd out, 

rrhat intellectual position which adopts snch rnerely forulal points of view, pre
sents a vast field for ingenious questions, erudite vie\vs, and striking cODlparisons. 
[66] 
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But, he maintained, such 4lreflections" are "brilliant" only 

in proportion as the subject they refer to is indefinite, and are susceptible of new 
and varied fonns in inverse proportion to the inlportance of the results that can 
be gained froI11 theI11, and the certainty and rationality of their issues. [Ibid.J 

On such grounds, Hegel insisted, there can be no certainty regarding the 
question of whether or not hU111anity has progressed over the course of tinle 
and in the nlovenlent fronl one forIn of civilization to another. Moreover, 
sllch fornlalisnl ren1ains prey to the nloral rela tivisnl of which it is the 
epistenlo1ogical counterpart. 

It is sinlilar vvith respect to that other kind of fornlalisln, fostered by 
R0I11anticisIll, vvhich takes the individual in its concreteness and uniqueness 
as a fornlal coherence, as against the species, genus, and class to which the 
individual belongs. Hegel pointed to the inherently anloral-or imnloral
implications of this point of view also. This "is something lllerely forulal, 
inasl1luch as it aillls at nothing Illore than the analysis of the subject, what
ever it may be, into its constituent parts, and the cODlprehension of these in 
their logical definitions and fOrIns" (68). Thus, he said, in those (Romantic) 
philosophers vvho claim to find "genius, poetry, and even philosophy" every
vvhcre in equal abundance (or equal scarcity), there is a failure to distin
guish between form and content and to identify the latter as a unique 
particularity along with the identification of the form as a precious evidence 
of the spirit's equal dispersion throughout the world (67). It is true, Hegel 
said, that \ve find "anlong all world historical peoples, poetry, plastic art, 
science, even philosophy"; but, he insisted, 

not only is there a diversity in style and bearing generally, but still more relnark
ably in subject-111atter; and this is a diversity of the nlost ilnportant kind, affecting 
the rationality of that subject-n1atter. [69J 

It is therefore "useless" for a 44pretentious aesthetic criticism to denland 
that our good pleasure should not be made the rule for the 11latter-the 
substantial parts of their contents-and to nlaintain that it is the beautiful 
fornl as such, the grandeur of the fancy, and so forth, vvhich fine art aims at, 
and which ITIUst be considered and enjoyed by a liberal taste and cultivated 
mind" (ibid.). The healthy intellect cannot, Hegel maintained, "tolerate 
such abstractions," beca use ~'there is not only a classical forn1, but a classical 
order of subfect-lnatter; and in the \vork of art, fornl and subject nlatter are 
so closely united that the fornler can only be classical to the extent to which 
the latter is so" (70). 

All of this adds up to a condenlnation of vvhat is now called the "compara
tive Inethod" of historical analysis, which is the form that Metaphorical 
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consciousness takes when it is projected theoretically into a TIlethoc1. Hegel's 
objections to the J\;ieta phorical mode of representing history were even II10re 

virulent than his objections to the Metonyn1ical 111ode, for the effects of the 
fornlalist explanations it provides and the Epic plot structures it uses to 
characterize the stories it tells are 1110rally 11lore dangerous. NIechanistic 
theories of explanation, and the Absurdist enlplotlnents of history which 
they encourage, at least do not seek to clothe the 111eaninglessness of the 
processes they explicate behind distracting chatter about the "beauty" of it 
all. l1hey ll1ay even serve as the basis for a particular kind of rr'ragic appre
hension of the \vorld~the kind of tragedy produced by the Greeks, in which 
destiny is apprehended as "blind fate" -which in turn can serve as the basis 
for a Stoic resolve. ~y ct, in the end, 111echanisI11 and the kind of Absl1rdist 
l'ragedy conceived on its basis as a principle of artistic representation can, 
as they did in ancient Greece, prOlTIote an Epicnrean, as well as a Stoic, 
rnoral response. -Unless there is S0111C principle by virtue of "vhich the \vhole 
spectacle of h Ull13n chance and deternlinancy, freedo111 and restraint, can be 
transformed into a dralna, vvith a specifically rational, and at the sanle tilne 
I110ral? significance, the Ironic consciousness in which the thought of Hegel's 
0\\111 age began its reflection is bound to end in. despair~or in the kind of 
egoistic self-indulgence which would bring about the end of civilization 
itself. 

~ Language, Art, and IIistorical Consciollsness 

I t is frequcntly not noted tha t Hegel dealt with historical \vriting and the 
whole probleu1 of historiography (as against philosophy of history) 11lorc 
fully in his Encyclopedia and his Lectures on Aesthetics than in his Lectures 
on the PhilosOIJhy of History. The ,tscience" of history which it was his pur
posc to establish in }) hilosophy of } I istory was, in his COl1ccptualiza tion of it, 
the product of a /Josthistorical consciousness, of I)hilosophical reflection on 
the \;yorks actually produced by "Reflective" historians. In ... Aesthetics, how
ever, lIegel elaborated his theory of historical writing itself, which he saw 
as one of the verbal arts and hence conceived to fall under the ill1peratives of 
the aesthetic consciousness. It is profitable, therefore, to consider what 
Hegel had to say about historical 'vriting and historical consciousness in this 
con text, as a "va y of rcpdering clear the specific con ten t of his "theory of the 
historical work." 

In Part III of his Lectures on Aesthetics, Hegel dealt with the verbal 
arts. He began with a characterization of poetic expression in general and 
then proceeded to dravv a distinction between poetry and prose. Poetry, he 
said, 
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is of greater antiquity than speech modelled in the artistic fornl of elaborate prose. 
I t is the original inlaginative grasp of truth, a fonn of knolvledge which [1] fails 
as yet to separate the universal from its living existence in the particular object, 
which [2] does not as yet contrast law and phenolnena, end and rneans, or [3] re
late the one to the other in subordination to the process of human reason, but 
[4] comprehends the one exclusively in the other and by virtue of the other. [IV, 
22 (Gern1an ed., 240); italics added] 

T11is characterization of poetry as a forn1 of knowledge is precisely the sanle 
as Vieo's, which is to say that it conceives poetry as a !vletaphorical apprehen
sion of the world, containing \vithin itself the potential of generating the 
other I110des of tropological reduction and inflation, NletonYlny, Synecdoche, 
and Irony respectively_ Later on Hegel said, "rrhe character of this mode of 
apprehending, reclothing, and expressing fact is throughout purely theoreti
cal [rein theoretisch]. I t is not the fact itself and its conten1plative exist
ence, but construction [Bilden] and speech [RedenJ which are the object of 
poetry" (ibid. [241]). In poetry, he continued, what is expressed is simply 
made use of to attain the ideal of verbal "self-expression." And he took as an 
example of the poetiza tion of a fact the distich recorded by Herodotus in 
\vhich the Greeks C0111_111elTIOrated the slain in the Battle of Thermopylae, a 
historical event. 1'he inscription reads: 

Four thousand here frOl11 Pelops' land 
Against three InilIiol1 once did stand. 
[Herodotus, The Histories, bk. \111, chap. 228, p. 494] 

Hegel pointed out that the content of this distich is silnply the fact that 
4,000 Peloponnesians fought against three Inillion at a certain tilne and 
place. rrhe main interest of the distich, however, is the "C01l1position" of an 
inscription which "COlTI111Unicates to contenlporary life and posterity the 
historical fact, and is there exclusively to do so" (Aesthetics, 23 [241]). The 
nlode of expression is "poetical," Hegel said, because the inscription 
Htestifies to itself as a deed [a poiein, 7rou:IvJ" \vhich conveys the content in 
its sinlplicity and at the san1e time expresses that content awith a definite 
purpose." The language in \vhich the idea is embodied, he went on to say, is 
uof such increased value" that "an attelnpt is made to distinguish it from 
ordinary speech," and therefore '\ve have a distich in place of a sentence." 
(Ibid.) 'fhe content of the sentence, then, was rendered IJl0re vivid, more 
imnlediately self-projective, than it would have been had it been expressed 
as a sinlple prose report of an event \vhich occurred at a given tirTle and 
place. A uprosaic" statement of the sanle fact vvould leave the content 
unaltered, but would not figure itself forth as that intimate union of content 
\vith form \vhich is recognized as a specifically poetic' utterance. 

Prosaic speech, Hegel argued, presupposes a "prosaic" mode of life, which 
it 111Ust be assumed developed after that stage of hUlnan consciousness in 
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which speech was 'tpoetical without [conscious] intention" (ibid.). Prosaic 
language presupposes the evolution of a post-Metaphorical consciousness, one 
which "deals \vith finite conditions and the objective world generally, that is, 
the lirnited categories of science or the understanding" (24 [242]). The 
world in which prosaic utterance developed I11USt be supposed to have been 
one in \vhich experience had becaule atolllized and denuded of its ideality 
and illllnediately apprehended significance, and voided of its richness and 
vitality_ L~gaillst this threat of a tOlllicity and causal deterlllination, conscious
ness erected a third way of apprehending the world, "speculative thought," 
which "does not rest satisfied '!\lith the differentiations and external relations 
proper to the conceptions and deductions of the understanding," but "unites 
then1 in a free totality" (25 [243]). rrhus, Synecdoche projects-over 
against, and as an antithesis to, the world apprehended in Metonynlical 
ternls~a "nev.f world." But, because this new world exists only in conscious
ness and not in actuality (or at least is not felt to exist there), the problem 
of consciousness is to relate this ne\v world to that of concrete things. It is 
the poet's task, lIegel concluded, to reconcile the world existing in thought 
\rvith that of concrete things by figuring the universal in tCf111S of the particll~ 
lar, and the abstract in ternlS of the concrete. 

Poetic expression thus seeks to restore to a prosaic world the consciousness 
of its inherent ideality. In earlier tinles, when the distinction between poetry 
and prose was not so well developed as it has since becoll1e with the advance 
of science and philosophy, the poet had an easier task-that is, sin1ply to 
deepen all that is "significant and transparent in the £orll1s of ordinary con
sciousness." After the advent of higher civilization, ho\vever, in vvhich "the 
prose of life has already appropriated ,vithin its Illode of vision the entire 
content of conscious life, setting its seal on all and every part of it, the art of 
poetry! is forced to undertake the task of ll1elting all down again and 
fe-coining the san1C anew." (26 [244]) This means that it lllust not only 

wrest itself frorn the adherence of ordinary consciollsness to all that is indifferent 
and contingent, and ... raise the scientific apprehension of the COSl110S of fact to 
the level of reason's profounc1er penetration, or ... translate speculative thought 
into tern1S of the ilnagination, give a body to the Sal1le in the sphere of intelligence 
itself; it has further to convert in 111any ways the rnade af expression COlllman to 
the ordinary consciousness into that appropriate to poetry; and, despite all delib
erate intention enforced by such a contrast and such a process, to lnake it appear 
as though all such purpose was absent, preserving the original freedorn essential 
to all art. [Ibid. (244~45)] 

And, having designated the content and fOrITI of poetic consciousness, Hegel 
then proceeded to "historicize" poetic consciousness itself, setting its various 
periods of brilliance and decline within the general fralnework of the history 
of consciousness explicated in the Phenolnenology of Mind, the Philosophy 
of-Right, and the Philosophy of History. 
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Poetry is born, then, of the separation of consciousness from its object and 
the need (and attelnpt) to effect a union \vith it once 1110re. This essential 
distinction generates the two principal classes of poetry: Classical and 
Ron1antic, vvhich eU1phasize the universal and the particular, objective and 
subjective expression, respectively. And, in turn, the tension between these 
hvo classes of poetry generates the three basic species of poetic composition: 
Epic, Lyric, and Dran1atic, the first two representing externality and inter
nality as effectively stable perspectives on the world, the last representing 
the effort of poetic ilnagination to envisage the 1110vel11ent by \\7hich this 
tension is resolved and the unity of the subject \vith the object is achieved. 

The Epic, lIegel said, agives us a 1110re extensive picture of the external 
\vorld; it even lingers by the vvay in episodical events and deeds, \vhereby the 
unity of the \"hole, o\ving to this increased isolation of the parts, appears to 
suffer c1in1inution." '[he Lyric "changes confonnably to the fluctuation of its 
typcs, adapts itself to a ll10de of presentnlcnt of the great variety: at one 
tin1e it is bare narration, at another exclusive expression of en1otion or con
tenlplation; at another it restricts its vision," and so on. By contrast to both 
Epic and Lyric, the Dranla '~requires a lnore strenuous conjunction" of 
external and internal reality, even though it may, in a specific incarnation, 
adopt either the Classic or the ROlnantic point of vie,"v as its constitutive 
principle. (37 [256-57]) 

Thus, Hegel's discussion of poetry began with a discussion of speech as 
the instrlunen t of lnan's 111edia tion between his consciousness and the world 
he inhabits; proceeded to a distinction an10ng the different n10des in which 
the vvor1d can be apprehended, thence to a distinction bet\veen poetry and 
prose, bet\veen Classical and ROlnantic forn1s of both, and between Epic and 
Lyric £or1115 of these; and ended in a discussion of Dranla as the art form in 
which is iluaged the 1110dality of the nloven1ent by which this severed condi
tion is healed. It is significant that, having done this, Hegel in1mediately 
launched into a discllssion of history as the prose forn1 closest in its in1111e
diacy to poetry in general and to the Dran1a in particular. In fact, Hegel not 
only historicized poetry and the Dralna, he poeticized and dran1a tized history 
itself. 

~ History, Poetry, and Rhetoric 

Hegel's formal discussion of history-writing as an art forin is placed betV\Teen 
his discussions of poetry and oratory. Its location between these two forms
one concerned with the expression of ideality in the real, the other concerned 
with the praglnatic uses of linguistic tools-suggests its resenlblance to the 
Drama, \vhich (as noted above) is the forln of mediation taken in art 
between the Epic and Lyric sensibilities. I-listory is the prose representation 
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of a dialectical interchange between externality and internality, as that 
interchange is lived, in precisely the sanle way that Dranla is the poetic 
representation of that interchange as it is ilnagined. And, in fact, Hegel left 
very little doubt that, in his lllind, the fOrl1lal aspects of both historical and 
dranlatic representation are the sanle. 

"As regards history," he said, "there can be no doubt that we find arnple 
opportunity here for one aspect of genuine artistic activity," for 

The evolution of HUl1lan life in religion and civil society, the events and destinies 
of the nlost fanlous individuals and peoples who have given emphasis to life in 
either field [that is, in religion or civil life] by their activity, all this presupposes 
great ends in the c0111pilation of such a work or the complete failure of what it 
iIl1plies. The historical representation of subjects and contents such as these adlnits 
of real distinction, thoroughness, and interest; and however much our historian 
Blust endeavor to reproduce actual historical fact, it is nonetheless incun1bent 
upon hinl to __ bring before our inlaginative vision this 1110tley content of events and 
characters, to create anew and ll1ake vivid the san1e to our intelligence with his 
own genius. [3 8 (257)] 

'I'his means, above all, that the historian cannot "rest satisfied with the bare 
letter of particular fact," but must rather strive to abring this ll1aterial into 
a coordinated vvhole; he ll1Ust conceive and elnbrace single traits, occur
rences and actions under the unifying concept" (ibid.). The wedding of such 
contents with the fornl of representation under which they are appropriately 
ga thered will permit the historian to construct a narrative, the action of 
vvhich is carried fOfvvard by tension between t\VO concrete 111anifesta tions of 
a specifically hUll1an life. 111ese lnanifestations are both particular and 
genera1. 

Great historical narrative-of the sort produced by Herodotus, 'l'hucydides, 
Xenophon, Tacitus, "and a few others" -ilnages "a clear picture of nation~ 
ality, epoch of tin1e, external condition, and the spiritual greatness or weak
ness of the individuals concerned in the very life and characterization vvhich 
belonged to thenl"; at the saIne tin1e, it asserts fro111 such concrete entities 
the '~bond of association" in \vhich the "various parts of [the] picture" are 
transforn1ed into a c0I11prehensible totality of "ideal historical significance" 
(ibid. [258]). This in1plies that historical analysis proceeds both Meton
ymically and Synecdochically, sin1ultaneously breaking down the subject into 
concrete Inanifestations of the causal forces of which they lllust be presulned 
to be effects and seeking the coherencies which bind these entities together 
into a hierarchy of progressively spiritualized unities. Yet the historian 
cannot proceed with either the "freedo111" that the pure poet lnay claim or 
with the purposefulness of the orator. The fOflner is free to invent afacts" 
as he sees fit, the latter to use his facts selectively for the specific purposes 
of the oration he is cOlnposing. I-listory stands sOlnewhere between poetry 
and oratory because, although its fOrlTI is poetic, its content is prosaic. Hegel 
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put it thus: ~~It is not exclusively the manner in which history is written, but 
the nature of its content, which makes it prose" (39 [258]). 

History deals \vith the ~tprose of life," the materials of a specifically 
Hcommon life" (Gemeinwesen), whether considered from the side of shared 
religious beliefs or from the side of polity, with its lavvs, institutions, and 
instruments for enforcing the adherence of the subject to the values of the 
COnlTI10nwealth (ibid.). Out of such a common life, Hegel said, are gener
ated those forces vvhich lead to i~either the preservation or change" of the 
same, and for vvhich we Blust aSSUlne the existence of individuals fitted for 
both tasks. In short, the historical process is pre-eminently a product of a 
conflict vvithin the context of a shared life style and across a whole set of 
such shared life styles, the conflict of achieved form with a force which seeks 
to transfornl it or of an established power with some individual who opposes 
it in the interest of its o\vn sensed autonolny and freedoIll. Here, in short, is 
the classical situation of the classical tragedy and the classical comedy. 

The social life of man is not merely an Epic life which, for all the move
ment, color, and violence of action, renlains substantially what it was all 
along. Great individuals CaDle to the fore, against the background of a com
mon life shared by ordinary luen, and transform this Epic situation into a 
Tragic conflict in vvhich neither I11ere beauty nor lllere strength triulnphs, 
but in which two contending rights, two equally justifiable nloral principles, 
becollle locked in cOlubat in order to determine what the form of human life 
in a specific social incarnation may be. For this reason Hegel envisioned 
three basic categories of actors in the historical drama: great, slllall, and 
depraved (heroes, ordinary nlen, and criminals) . 

These individuals are great and en1inent insofar as they show themselves, through 
their effective personality, [to be] in cooperation with the con1mon end which 
underlies the ideal notion of the conditions \vhich confront them; they are little 
when they fail to rise in stature to the den1and n1ade on their energy; they are 
depraved \vhen, instead of facing as c0I11batants of the practical needs of the 
tilnes, they are content nlerely to give free rein to an individual force which is, 
with its inlplied caprice, foreign to all snch COlnmon ends. [40 (259)] 

In this catalog of types of "historical" personalities is a recapitulation of 
the categories of analysis of poetry itself, but under the mode of Metonymy 
-that is, cansal efficacy. But, as Hegel indicated in the Philosophy of Right, 
the historical field is not to be conceived as merely a field of brute force. F'or, 
where such force predominates, vvhere it is not in conflict with a 11lore 
general principle-that is, the "conlmon life" of the group-there is no gen
uinely historical conflict and consequently no specifically "historical event." 
Hegel made this quite clear in a passage following that quoted above. Where 
any of the three conditions listed obtains as the general condition, where we 
have the tyranny of one Inan, the tyranny of custom (which is the tyranny of 
the ordinary nlan), or the tyranny of chaos, "we do not have either a genuine 
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[historical] content or a condition of the world such as we established in the 
first part of our inquiry as essential to the art of poetry," which is the condi
tion of all specifically hurnan creativity (ibid.), because: 

Even in the case of personal greatness the substantive ailTI of its devotion is to a 
large or less extent sornething given, presupposed, and enforced upon it, and to 
that extent the unity of individuality is excluded, wherein the universal, that is the 
entire personality should be self-identical, an end exclusively for itself, an inde
pendent whole in short. For however llluch these individuals discover their aims 
in their own resources, it is for all that not the freedom or lack of it in their souls 
and intelligence, but the accornplished end, and its result as operative upon the 
actual world already there, and essentially independent of such individuality which 
constitutes the object [of study] of history. [Ibid.] 

lVloreover, Hegel added, in history we find a I1luch greater variety, Blore 
contingencies, 11lore subjectivity displayed in the expression of passions, 
opinions, and fortunes, "which in this prosaic mode of life present far Blore 
eccentricity and variation than do the wonders of poetry, which through all 
diversity lTIUst rClllain constant to what is valid in all tinles and places" 
(ibid. [259-60J). 

Finally, history has to do \vith the carrying out of projects and ailTIS by 
specific individuals and groups, which requires the dreary work of finding 
ll1eans adequate to the task, itself a prosaic, because utilitarian, activity; and 
evidences of this activity must be depicted in the historian's account. This 
attention to the details of practical activity, which lTIUst be derived froll1 
study of the historical record and not luerely presupposed by the historian, in 
either a poetic or a speculative l1I0od, Blakes his work so lunch 1110re prosaic 
than either that of the poet or that of the philosopher. 

It therefore fo11ovvs, according to l-Iegel, that the historian has no right to 
"expunge these prosaic characteristics of his con tent or to convert them into 
others more poetiC(ll; his narrative 111USt clllbrace what lies actually before 
hin1 and in the shape he finds it without amplification [ohne u1nzudeutenJ or 
at least poetical transfornlation" (41 [260]). However luuch his thought 
Inay strain to grasp the ideal significance of the fornl of the ll1yriad events 
he perceives, he is not perlnitted to lnake "either the conditions presented 
hin1, the characters or events, wholly subordinate to such a purpose," even 
though he lnay ''renlove froln his survey what is wholly contingent and with
out serious significance" (ibid.). rIlle historian "nlust, in short, perlnit thenl 
to appear in an their objective contingency, dependence, and Inysterious 
caprice" (ibid.). 1'his nleans that the historian's inlagination lllust strain in 
two directions si1l1ultaneously: critically, in such a ,vay as to pernlit hini to 
decide what can be left out of an account (though he cannot invent or add to 
the facts knovvn); and poetically, in such a way as to depict, in its vitality and 
individuality, the I11edley of events as if they were present to the sight of the 
reader. In its critical function, historical consciousness is operative only as an 



92 IvIETAHISTORY 

excluding agency_ In its synthetic function, it operates only in an inclusive 
capacity. For, even if the historian may add to his accounts his private reflec
tions as a philosopher, "attempting thereby to grasp the absolute grounds for 
such events, ... he is nonetheless debarred, in reference to the actual confor
Illation of events, from that exclusive right of poetry, namely, to accept this 
substantive resolution as the fact of most importance" (42). The historian 
may not fall into nletahistory, even though he nlay speculatively apprehend 
the grounds by which a Iuetahistorical synthesizing vision might be possible, 
because: 

To poetry alone is the liberty pernlitted to dispose without restriction of the 
Inaterial submitted in such a way that it becomes, even regarded on the side of 
external condition, confornlable with ideal truth. [Ibid.] 

In this respect, oratory has a greater freedom than history, for, since the 
orator's art is developed as a means to the achievement of practical ends, 
just as the poet's is developed for the achievement of ideal ones, the orator 
is permitted to use historical facts as he wishes, selectively and in response 
to the end envisaged (43). 

Th us, Hegel again invoked the distinction, nlade at the beginning of his 
introduction to Philosophy of History, between "Original" and "Reflective" 
historiography, on the basis of the essentially poetic nature of the former and 
the increasingly prosaic nature of the latter, and within Reflective historiog
raphy, an10ng the Universal, Praglnatic, and Critical types. Universal history 
is, as he noted, the ll10St poetic, taking as its subject the ,,,hole known histori
cal world and fashioning it, in response to apprehended ideal forms, by 
n1etaphor, into a coherent poetic ,vhole. Pragmatic historiography, written 
under the iI1lpulse to serve SaIne cause, some practical end, rises above the 
universal variety inasllluch as it moves fronl a poetic to an oratorical mode 
of conceiving its task, fro111 the vision of the ideality of the whole to an 
awareness of the uses to which a vision of the whole can be put. The manu
facture of a nunlber of such conflicting visions of the historical process 
inspires a "Critical" reflection on historical writing itself, which in turn per
mits the rise in consciousness of the possible ideality of the whole through 
reflection in the 1110de of Synecdoche. This paved the way for Hegel's own 
Philosophical history, which was Ineant to explicate the presuppositions and 
forms of thought by which the essentially poetic insights of the historian can 
be gathered into consciousness and transformed into a Comic vision of the 
whole process. But this is the philosopher of history's task, not the histo
rian's; like Thucydides, the historian ll1USt reIllain closer to the poetic mode 
of apprehension, closer to lVletaphorical identification with his object, but at 
the same tinle be n10re self-critical, more aware of the modalities of com
prehension used to transform a poetic insight into the content of a more 
rational knowledge. 
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~~ The Possible Plot Structures 

This brings TIle to Hegel's theory of historical enlplotment. When I deal 
with this subject, I 11love fronl the consideration of history as an object, a 
content, the forIn of which is to be perceived by the historian and converted 
into a narrative, to that in which the form provided, the narrative actually 
produced, beconles a content, an object of reflection on the basis of which a 
truth about history-in-general can be asserted on rational grounds. And this 
raises the problerll of the possible content of that truth and the fornl its 
affirrnation Blust take. Hegel's solution to this problem can be fornlulated 
in the following "vay. The truths figured in historical narratives of the high
est sort are the truths of l'ragedy, but these truths are only poetically figured 
there as the forrns of historical representations whose contents are the 
actual life dranlas lived by individuals and peoples at specific times and 
places. lIenee, it requires philosophical reflection to extract the truth con
tained in the fornl in which historical accounts are presented. J list as the 
philosopher of art takes as his objects of study the various fOfITIS of works of 
art which have appeared in world history, so the philosopher of history takes 
as his objects the various forll1s of the histories actually written by historians 
in the course of history itself. He apprehends these histories as formal sys
tenlS \vhich 111ay work up an account of a life in any of fonf Blodes: Epic, 
COlnedy, rrragedy, Satire, or in any cOlllbination of these. 

But the Epic is not an appropriate forn1 of historiography, according to 
Hegel, because it does not presuppose substantial change. And the same can 
be said of Satire, because, although it adnlits change, it perceives no substan~ 
tial base against \vhich the changes perceived can be Ineasured. For the Epic, 
all is change conceived against a basic apprehension of substantial changeless
ness; for Satire, an is changelessness conceived in the light of the perception 
of a substantial lTIutability. (Cf. Hegel's renlarks on Voltaire's Henriade, 
131~32) So it is in· the 111ixed genre of the (lllodern) R0l11antic Tragi= 
C0I11cdy, which seeks to lnediate between the COlnic and Tragic visions of 
the world, but does so only fornlally~that is, by representing within the 
Sal1le action the representatives of each view, never c0I11bining or unifying 
thenl, but leaving the "vorld as sundered as it originally found it, with no 
higher principle of unity being given which consciousness might turn into an 
object of contenlplation for the pra111otion of wisdoTIl about a \vorld thus 
severed within itself. Only COlnedy and 'rragedy, therefore, are left as 
appropriate B10des of elnplotnlent of historical processes, and the problenl 
is to work out their interrelations as different stages of self-conscious reflec
tion on consciol1sness' relation to the world. 

tlegcl 111aintained that philosophical wisdorn, "vhen turned upon history, 
bears the sanle relationship to historical vvisdol11, \vhen turned upon the facts 
of history, that the (~oll1ic vision does to the 1'ragic vision. 1

l

hat is to say, 
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philosophy mediates between the concrete embodiments of human historical 
existence represented in specific histories as a content for which it seeks to 
find an adequate form of representation and mode of emplotment. And it 
finds such in the COTIlic vision itself. Comedy is the form which reflection 

.J 

takes after it has assimilated the truths of Tragedy to itself. 

~ Tragedy and Comedy as Generic Plot Structures 

':'Dramatic action," Hegel \rvrote, "is not confined to the simple and undis
turbed execution of a definite purpose, but depends throughout on conditions 
of collision, human passion and characters, and leads therefore to actions and 
reactions, which in their turn can for some further resolution of conflict and 
disruption" (249)' Dramatic action, then, has precisely the same formal 
characteristics as historical action: 

What we have ... before llS are definite ends individualized in living personalities 
and situations pregnant with conflict; we see these as they are asserted and main
tained, as they work in cooperation or opposition-all in a momentary and 
kaleidoscopic interchange of expression-and along with this, too, the final result 
presupposed and issuing from the entirety of this interthreading and conflicting 
skein of human life, movement, and accomplishlnent, which has nonetheless to 
work out its tranquil resolution. [249-50 (475-76)] 

T1hus, Dramatic action rises above and comprehends the Epic or objective, 
and the Lyric or subjective, points of view; the Drama as such adopts as its 
standpoint neither one nor the other, but mov~s hetween them in such a 
way as to keep both present to consciousness. It can be said, then, that the 
Drama moves in the mode of Irony itself, the dialectical exchange of point 
of view being nothing but this Ironic perspective. (251-52; cf. Burke, Gram
mar, 511-17) 

According to Hegel, Drama begins in the apprehension of the one-sided
ness of all perspectives on reality, and strives for the "resolution of the 
one-sided aspect of these powers, which discover their self-stability in the 
dramatic character" (Aesthetics, IV, 255). uAnd," Hegel added, 

this is so whether, as in tragedy, they are opposed to such in hostility, or, as in 
comedy, they are displayed within these characters themselves, without further 
mediation, in a condition of resolution. [256] 

This last passage is significant, for it suggests that Hegel regards Tragedy 
and Comedy, not as opposed vvays of looking at reality, but as perceptions of 
situations of conflict from different sides of the action. Tragedy approaches 
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the culnlination of an action, carried out with a specific intention, from the 
standpoint of the agent who sees deployed before him a world which is at 
once a lneans and an in1pedilnent to the realization of his purpose. Comedy 
looks back upon the effects of that collision froIll beyond the condition of 
resolution through which the Tragic action has carried the spectators, even 
if the action has not carried the protagonist there but has consuI11ed hinl in 
the process. Thus, like historical situations, Dramatic situations begin in the 
apprehension of a conflict between a world already fornled and fashioned in 
both its I11aterial and social aspects (the world displayed immediately in 
Epic) and a consciousness differentiated froIn it and individuated as a self 
intent upon realizing its own aillls, satisfying its needs, and gratifying its 
desires (the interior world expressed in Lyric). But, instead of halting at 
the contenlplation of this condition of severance, the Dramatic artist goes on 
to contelnplate the 1110dality of the conflicts which result froln this asymtotic 
relationship between the individual consciousness and its object. The rnode 
of resolution and the depth of wisdoIll reflected in it will produce the actions 
of three kinds of post-Epical and non-Lyrical fornls of Drama: T'ragedy, 
COlnedy, and (the counterpart of Satire) the Social Play, which is a mixed 
genre that seeks to mediate between the insights of Tragedy and those of 
CODledy. 

rrhe con ten t of 'fragic action, Hegel wrote, is the san1e as that of history: 
,,,e apprehend it inl111ediately in the aims of Tragic characters, but com,pre
hend it fully only as '~the world of those forces which carry in themselves 
their own justification, and are realized substantively in the volitional activ
ity of lnankind" (295). This substantive world is that of the family, the 
social, political, and religious life of civilized society, a world which at least 
ilnplicitly recognizes the legitiIl1acy both of individual aspiration to selfhood 
on the one hand and of the laws and 11lorality of the collectivity on the other. 
Fanlily, society, religion, and politics provide the grounds of such actions as 
those we call t'heroic": '~It is of a soundness and thoroughness consonant with 
these that the really tragic characters consist. 'rhey are throughout that 
which the essential notion of their character enables and compels them to be. 
They are not merely a varied totality laid out in the series of views of it 
proper to the epic TIlanner ." They are not l1nmediated individualities, but 
personalities, possessing a unity of character vvhich pernlits thelTI to stand as 
representatives of different aspects of "the comn1on life" or as free agents 
seeking their own self-reliance. (29 5~96) And in Tragic ,conflict, as in histor
ically significant conflict, either the COlllmon life or the personality seeking 
its own self-reliance causes the conflict itself. 

Tragic Dralna, however, takes not conflict itself as its object (as the Epic 
tends to do), but rather that condition of resolution, in which both the hero 
and the COlnmon life are transforn1ed, vvhich lies on the other side of this 
conflict. 
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In tragedy individuals are thro\vn into confusion in virtue of the abstract nature 
of their sterling volition and character, or they are forced to accept that with 
resignation, to \vhich they have been thell1selves essentially opposed. [3°1] 

Con1edy, ho\vever, attains to a vision of that reconciliation as a "victory of 
the wholly personal soul-life, the laughter of which resolves everything, 
through the mediunl and into the mediunl of such life" (ibid.). In short, the 
general basis of Conledy is "a "vorld in which man has made himself, in his 
conscious activity, cOinplete Inaster of all that otherwise passes as the essen
tial content of his kno\vledge and achievelnent; a world whose ends are con
sequently thro\vn a\vry on account of their own lack of substance" (ibid.). 

One could hardly ask for a better characterization of the world that is 
viewed, in Philosophy of History, from the standpoint of philosophical reflec
tion on the tragedy of individual historical lives. rrhe essence of the Conlic 
vision is to be found not ill. Satirical reflection on the contrast between what 
is and \vhat ought to be, that contrast which is the basis of moral conflict 
within the heroic subject, but rather in an "infinite geniality and confidence 
capable of rising superior to its own contradiction and experiencing therein 
no taint of bitterness or sense of Inisfortune \vhatever" (302). 

The C0111ic franle of nlind is "a hale condition of soul which, fully aware 
of itself, can suffer the dissolution of its ainls and realization" (ibid.). This 
is why, Hegel suggested, the action of Comedy requires a "res01ution" even 
more stringently than Tragedy does (3°4). "In other vvords," Hegel said, 
"in the action of conledy the contradiction between that which is essentially 
true and its specific realization is more fundanlentally reasserted" (ibid.). 
And the reason for this, he continued, lies in the fact that, "viewed as a 
genuine art," Conledy "has not the task set before it to display through its 
presentation \vhat is essentially rational as that which is intrinsically per
verse and COlllCS to naught, but on the contrary as that which neither bestows 
the victory, nor ultilllately allo\vs any standing ground to folly and absurdity, 
that is to say the false contradictions and oppositions which also forin part 
of reality" (ibid.). This is the kind of consciousness which is earned by the 
agon of Aristophanes' c0l11edy, which never caluminiates anything of genu
inely ethical significance "in~ the social life of Athens," but only exposes to 
ridicule the "spurious grovvth of the deillocracy, in which the ancient faith 
and forBler 1110rality have disappeared" (ibid.). rrhis is also the conscious
ness that inforrrls philosophy of history, in which the 4'nlode of actual appear
ance adequate to \vhat is, so to speak, substantive, has vanished out of it; 
and, if vvhat is essentially \vithout fundarnental subsistence comes to naught 
with its 111ere pretence of being that \vhich it is not, the individual asserts 
hin1self as 11laster over such a dissolution, and remains at bottonl unbroken 
and in good heart to the end" (3°5). 

That this is the B10de of a specifically philosophical compreh(;nsion of 
history, is that to \vhich the responsible consciousness lllust conle under the 
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guidance of reason, and that it is the antithesis of Irony, are sho\vn by 
I -lege}' s virtual denial to the Satirical fornl of Dranla tic represen ta tion the 
status of a genuine Dranlatic genre. Satirical Drarna, in his vievv, is a result of 
a failure to bring the opposing sides of human existence, the subjective and 
the objective, into any resolution. The best that ancient Satire, and, in 
Flegel's view, lTIoclern (R0111antic) rrragicornedy can provide is not itthe 
juxtaposition or alternation of these contradictory points of vicvv" but a 
"mutual aCC0111Illodation, which blunts the force of such opposition" (306). 
There is a tendency in snch Dranla, as in that "valet's historiography" which 
belongs to the saIne genre, to look for purely personal, ttpsychological" 
analyses of character or to Inake the "Ina terial conditions" the deciding 
factor in the action, so that nothing noble can be finally either asserted or 
denied of noble 111en (3°7). And so it is with that historiography of the 
ITloclernJ ROlnantic age. The Ron1antic historian seeks refuge froID the real
ity of personality and that "fate" vvhich is nothing but the "conl111on life" 
into which it is born by sentilnental conternplation of the psychological 
Illatives of the protagonist on the one side hand or the nlateriality of his 
condi tion on the other. 

~~ History in Itself and History for Itself 

At the beginning of the Introduction to his Philosophy of History, Hegel 
distinguished anl0ng three classes of historical consciousness (Original, Reflec
tive, and Philosophical), to the second of vvhich his objections to the 
lilnitations of both I11echanisI11 and formalislll equally apply. 111cse three 
classes of historical consciousness represent different stages of historical self
consciousness. T 1he first corresponds to what might be called nlere historical 
consciousness (historical consciousness in itself), the second to a historical 
consciousness which recognizes itself as such (historical consciousness for 
itself), and the third to a historical consciousness which not only knows 
itself as such but which reflects upon both the conditions of its knowing
that is, its relation to its object (the past) ~and the general conclusions 
about the nature of the whole historical process that can be derived fronl 
rational reflection on its various products, specific historical \\larks (historical 
consciousness in and for itself) . 

Mere historical consciousness, the product of \vhich is "Original" 
(urspriinglich) historiography, develops out of the simple awareness of the 
historical process itself, a sense of the passage of tinle and an a\vareness of 
the possibility of the developI11ent of human nature. It is found in thinkers 
like Herodotus and TIl ucydides, "whose descriptions are for the most part 
lin1ited to deeds, events, and states of society, which they had before their 
eyes, and \vhose spirit they shared. They simply transferred vvhat was passing 
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in the vvorld around them, to the realrn of re-presentative intellect." Accord
ing to Hegel, such historians work like poets who operate on rna terial "sup
plied by [the] en1otions? projecting it into an image for the conceptual 
faculty [fiir die Vorstellung]" (Phil. of Hist., 1 [German ed., 11]). To be 
sure, these historians Inay have used accounts of deeds written by other men, 
but they made use of then1 in the same way that one makes use of a 
"language already fashioned" -that is to say, only as an ingredient. For them, 
there is no distinction between the history they live and the history they 
write (ibid. [12]). 

\\That Hegel was suggesting here is that ~'Original historians" work prilnar
ily in the 11lode of ~1etaphorical characterization: they "bind together the 
fleeting elements of story, and lay them up as treasures in the Temple of 
Mneillosyne" (ibid., 2 [12]). Their I1lode of explanation is poetic represen
tation, though ,vith this difference: the Original historian takes as his content 
tithe d01l1ain of reality-actually seen or capable [in principle] of being 
seen," not the domain of dreallls, fantasies, and illusions (ibid.). These 
"poetic" historians actually "create" (schaffen) the "events, the deeds, and 
the states of society" as an object (ein Werk) for the conceptual faculty 
(Vorstellung) (ibid.). Hence, their narratives are both restricted in range 
and liI11ited in tin1e. TI1eir principal aim is to Inake a lifelike "image" of the 
events that they 'knovv at first hand or on adequate authority. "Reflections" 
are not for theIn, for they live "in the spirit of [their] subject" (ibid.). And, 
since they share the sanle spirit as that which informs the events they depict, 
they are able, with perfect irnpunity to criticism, to interpolate the details of 
the narrative~such as the speeches \vhich Thucydides put in the lllouths of 
his protagonists-as they see fit, as long as these details cohere \vith the 
spirit of the whole (ibid.). 

Such poetic historiography is as rare an10ng modern historians, Hegel 
said, as it \vas an10ng the ancients. It can be produced only by spirits vvho 
cOlnbine a talent for practical affairs on the grand scale, participation in 
events, and poetic talent, as \rvas the case \vith Cardinal de Retz or Frederick 
the Great. To penetrate to the essential truths of the \vorks produced by 
such "Original historians" requires long study and patient reflection, Hegel 
concluded, for their \tvorks represent a form of historiography that is both a 
history and an original dOCl1nlent of the times in vvhich they were vvritten. 
Here the identification of the soul of the historian and the events about 
\vhich he writes (and in which he has participated) is all but complete, and 
if we \vauld kno,,, any of these-the poetry, the events, or the works of the 
historian-vve ll1ust seek to knovv thenl all. We can read them for poetic 
inspiration or intellectual sustenance, it might be added; but to subject them 
to the criteria \ve use for the assessment of modern "reflective" historiogra
phy, the historiography of the professional scholar, is, Hegel implied, as nluch 
an indication of bad taste as of the misunderstanding of scientific criticism. 
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Certain kinds of ~'Original histories," such as the ,,,orks of the I110nks of the 
Middle Ages, lllay be criticized for their abstractness or forn]alis111; but these 
lill1itations result from the reillotencss of the lives of those who wrote them 
£ro111 the events about vvhich they wrote. We have no reason to try either to 
en1pathize with or to criticize such works; we need only plunder the111 for 
wha tever factual data they contain and use thelll for the construction of our 
own historical accounts of the past. 

The second class of historical vvorks, t'Reflectivc" histories-histories for 
thenlselves-are written not only out of an apprehension of the passage of 
tilne but also in the full awareness of the distance between the historian and 
his object of study, which distance the historian consciously tries to close. 
rrhis effort. to close the distance between present and past is conceived to 
exist as a distinct problenl. The spirit of reflective history therefore "tran
scends the [historian's own] present," Hegel ,,,rate; and the various theoreti
cal devices that different historians use to close the gap which separates them 
fronl the past, to enter into that past, and to grasp its essence or content, 
account for the various species of reflective history \"hich this kind of his
torian prod uees. 

Hegel distinguished fonf species of Reflective history: Universal, Pragnlatic, 
Critical, and C~onceptllal (Begriffsgeschichte). All four species display the 
attributes=~in his characterizations of then1~of either the MetonY111ical or the 
Synecdochic 1110de of cOlllprehension. Universal history deals, by the very 
necessity of having to reduce its ll1aterials, with abstractions and foreshorten
ings; it is arbitrary and fraglnentary~l1ot only because of the scope of its 
subject, but also because of the need to ascribe causes without sufficient 
reasons and to construct typologies on the bases of inadequate evidence. 
Praglnatic histories produce the sanle kind of pictures of the past, but, rather 
than do so in the interest of knowing the whole past (which precl0l11inates in 
Universal history), they strive to serve the present, to illuluinate the present 
by adducing to it analogies fro 111 the past, and to derive moral lessons for 
the edification and instruction of living luen. Such histories I11ay, like their 
l] niversalist counterparts, be great vvorks of art Of, as in the case of Nlontes
quieu's L'ICsIJrit des lois, be genuinely enlightening; but their authority is 
linlited, not only because the truths on which they base their lessons for the 
present are as fragn1cntary and abstract as those found in Universal history, 
but also because "what experience and history teach is this~that peoples 
and governnlents have never learned anything frolll history, or acted on 
principles deduced fron1 it" (6). Hegel thought this because: 

Each period is involved in such peculiar circn111stanccs, exhibits a condition of 
things so strictly idiosyncratic, that its conduct Blust be regulated by considerations 
connected with itself, and itself alone .. A.nlid the pressure of great events, a general 
principle gives no help. I t is useless to revert to sin1ilar CirClllTIstances in the past. 
[Ibid.] 
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And thus he was led to articulate one of his most famous apothegms: 

The pallid shades of memory struggle. in vain vvith the life and freedolll of the 
present. [Ibid.] 

History, Paul Valery asserted much more bitterly nearly a century later, 
"teaches precisely nothing." Hegel, however, would have emphasized the 
"precisely" rather than, as Valery did, the "nothing." The reader of both 
Universal and PragIna tic histories, then, is likely to grow "disgusted" with 
them, in reaction either to their "arbitrariness" or to their inutility, and to 
take refuge in the entertainlnent provided by the simple Unarrative," which 
adopts "no particular point of view." 

What I have noted froin Hegel's writings thus far adds up to this: \ve can 
neither learn about history in toto from the historians nor learn very much 
from thenl that is useful for the solutions of our own problems. What, then, 
is the point of \vriting history at an, other than the aesthetic enjoyn1ent of 
the poetic creativity which attends the writing of "Original" history or the 
1110ral sense of serving a cause which the writer of Praglnatic history may 
delight in? 

Fro111 his characterization of the other two forn1s of "Reflective" history, it 
would seem that, for Hegel, the reason for writing history is to be sought in 
the tranSfOI111ations of consciollsness which the attempt to do so effects in the 
minds of historians themselves. 

"Critical history" attains to a higher level of historical consciousness than 
is 111anifested in the other two species of Reflective historiography, for here the 
problen1 of bridging the gap between past and present is apprehended as a 
problem in itself, which is to say a problem whose solution is not to be 
provided by general or practical considerations (as in Universal and Prag
matic historiography), but by theoretical intelligence alone. For, in Critical 
history, the historian criticizes both the sources and other historical accounts 
of the subject he is studying, in an effort to extract their actual truth content 
froIn them, so as to avoid the pitfaIIs of arbitrariness, fragmentariness, and 
subjective interest which Inar the preceding types of historiography. Accord
ing to Hegel, Critical history-writing might be more properly called "a His
tory of History." But, Hegel noted, this form of historical reflection has been 
cultivated in the absence of any agreed upon criterion by which to establish 
the relationship betvveen the histories actually written and the objects they 
represent. It tends to expend an of the historian's energy on the Critical 
operation, so that, instead of the history of the subject, one gets a history of 
various historians' histories of the subject. The inherently formalist nature of 
this enterprise is shovvn by the fact that the so-called "higher criticism" of 
Hegel's own time in Gern1any lllanifestly substituted all sorts of subjective 
fancies for the conceptual apparatus that a genuinely critical history would 
not only display but also defend in rational arguments: "fancies whose merit 
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is ll1easured by their boldness, that is, in the scantiness of the particulars on 
which they are based, and the peremptoriness with which they contravene 
the best established facts of history." (7) 

Thus, when we arrive at the last species of reflective history, Conceptual 
history (the histories of art, religion, law, and the like), \ve have no reason to 
be surprised by the fact that it "announces its fragnlentary character on the 
very face of if' (ibid.). Conceptual history adopts an "abstract position," but 
it also "takes a general point of view." It thereby provides the basis for a 
transi tion to Philosophical history, the third class of historical reflection for 
"vhich flegel's own work is supposed to provide the principles (7-8), because 
such branches of a nation's or a people's life as its art, laws, and religion 
stand in the ITIOst intilnate relation to the "entire c0I11plex of its annals" that 
is, the reahn of social and cultural praxis in general. Hence Conceptual his
tory necessarily raises the question of "the connection of the whole" (der 
Zusaln7nenhang des Ganzen) , which a nation's history represents as an 
actuality and not merely as an idea yet to be actualized, or not 111erely 
grasped as an abstraction but actually lived. (9 [19J). The articulation of 
the principles by which the content of a people's history as \rvcll as its own 
ideal apprehension of its }Vay of life are to be extracted froIn its '~annals," 
and the ways in which the relationships an10ng all these are to be explicated 
~these forn1 the ailTl of the third class of historical reflection, the Philo
sophical, which is 'lthc object of [Hegel's] present undertaking" (8). 

~~ History in and for Itself 

t~O\V, it is obvious that the fOllr species of Reflective history provide a typically 
Hegelian characterization of the stages of historical consciollsness which are 
possible within the class of historical consciousness for itself. Original history 
is a product of historical consciousness in itself, and Philosophical history is 
a product of that SalTI.e consciousness in and fot itself. Reflective history can 
be broken daVin into the categories of the in-itself (Universal history), the 
for-itself (Pragnlatic history), and the in-and-for-itself (Critical history), 
with the fourth type (Begriffsgeschichte) serving as the transition to, and 
basis of, the ne"v class;; Philosophical history. 1'his is so because the fourth 
species begins in the. (Ironic) apprehension of the necessarily arbitrary and 
fragn1entary character of all genuinely historical kno\vledge of particular 
parts of history. 

As Ilegel said later on, historians rnust deal with events and subjects in 
their concreteness and particularity; they betray their calling yvhcn they fail 
to do so. But this rneans that their perspective is alwcl)'s lilnited and restricted. 
l--'his lilTlitation is the price they pay for trying to re~'present a past life in all 
its ideality and concreteness; they serve their purpose best when they do not 
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seek to rise above the 111ere reconstruction of the past and try to adduce from 
their knowledge of the concrete event the universal principles which link a 
specific past life to its total context. 

Philosophical history, however, asks \vha t principles are necessary to make 
sense out of representations of the parts of the historical world provided by 
different Reflective histories. Philosophical history, Hegel said, can be defined 
as simply '''the thoughtful consideration" (die denkende Betrachtung) of 
history (ibid. [20]). That is to say, it is not the bringing to bear of reason 
upon the individual facts of history in the interest of adducing new facts 
fronl those known, or of correcting the accounts given by "Reflective" histori
ans in the execution of their Iegitinlate, though 1ilnited, tasks; it is "thought
ful reflection" on the works produced by historians. Hegel supposed that, if 
the ,,,orks produced by historians cannot be synthesized in the light of the 
general principles of reason, in the "vay that the works of physicists or chem
ists can be, history cannot claim the status of a science at an. F'or, if the 
historian were to say that he has added to our knowledge of humanity, cul
ture, or society in the history he has written, but then deny that thought 
can legitilnately generalize about the significance of the structures and 
processes truthfully (though incol1lpletely) represented in those histories, 
this would be to set a restriction on both history and thought which neither 
science nor philosophy could sanction. 

It should be noted that, in stressing the fragmentary and arbitrary character 
of every historical \vork actually produced by historians, Hegel took his stand 
within the Ironic position to which Enlightennlent thinking had been pushed 
by its apprehension of the arbitrary nature of its own historical reflection. 
But, instead of concluding, as the Ronlantics did, that one could then make 
of history what one would, Hegel insisted that reason alone must claim the 
authority-to extract the truth (however partial) fronl these imperfect accounts 
of the past and to weld thenl together into the basis for a genuine science of 
history~not, mind you, into a science of history, but into the theoretical basis 
for a science of history. As he put it, ~~The only thought which philosophy 
brings to the contenlplation of history~ is the simple conception of reason, 
that reason might be the sovereign of the world, and the history of the world 
therefore might present to us [the aspect of] a rational process" (ibid.). This 
conviction, he warns, "is a hypothesis in the domain of history as such" 
(ibid.). It is not such in philosophy, for, without absolutely presupposing it, 
philosophy itself would not be possible. If Begriffsgeschicht'e serves as the 
transition stage bet\veen Reflective and Philosophical history, it must be 
construed in the mode of simple self-consciousness-tha t is, as Philosophical 
history in itself. I--Iegel's probleITI was to articulate the principles that would 
inform such historical self-consciousness for itself-that is, in the mode of 
Begriffsgeschichte reflecting upon its own operations and its relationship to 
its subject. 

To conceive the probleIll thus is to move from the naive Irony of a lllode 
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of historical reflection which sinlply aSSU1l1es the arbitrariness and fragnlen
tary nature of its findings to that which strives to grasp that inner connected
ness by which events are endowed with a specific historicity. This effort will 
necessarily carry thought through the consideration of the Metaphorical, the 
MetonYlnical, and the Synecdochic characterizations of the objects occupying 
the historical field and of the relations alllong them (both causal and typo
logical), to a higher stage of Ironic self-reflection, on which the essential 
meanings of both historical consciousness and historical being are exposed to 
philosophical reflection on their essential natures. As thus conceived, the aim 
of philosophy of history is to detern1ine the adequacy of historical conscious
ness to its object in such a way that the "nleaning of history" is perceived as 
both a fact of consciousness and a lived reality. Only then will historical 
consciousness have been raised to a level beyond Irony, to a level of reflection 
on which it vvill not only be in itself and for itself but also by, in, and for 
itself-that is, at one with its object. 

Of course, all these anticipations of the level beyond Irony to which his
torical consciousness might ascend were articulated in Hegel in the full 
consciousness of the in1possibility of ever arriving at such a state of integration 
of subject and object within historical tirne. l'he higher truth of historical 
consciousness and historical being, which I11USt be supposed ultilnately to be 
the sanle truth, the truth of reason's rule over history and of the rational 
aspect which history bears to the consciousness sufficiently reflective to grasp 
its essence, is, finally, a truth of philosophy_ Though art lnay grasp this truth 
in its concreteness and fornlal coherence, and religion may nan1C it as the 
truth of God's governance of I-lis ,vorld, philosophy itself can never name it, 
because, as lIegel said, philosophy knows that "the Truth is the Whole," and 
"the Absolute is Life." 

But all these considerations are inconsequential for the Blore Illodest aiUl 
of working out the bases on which the imperfect and fragn1cntary truths 
provided by individual historians can be legitimately considered as the 
subject ll1atter of a possible science of history. And they are out\veighed by 
the fact that the historical process alone provides us with a necessary part of 
the ll1atcrials on the basis of which we can envisage a science of human 
nature. Philosophy, I-Iegel vvrote, is nothing but the attempt to satisfy "the 
wish for rational insight" (10). It is not "the alnbition to amass a mere heap 
of acquirenlents" ~that is to say, the data that have to be "presupposed" as 
the possession of every practitioner of a specific discipline (ibid.). '~If the 
clear idea of lleason is not already developed in our minds, in beginning the 
study of Universal history, Vi,Te should at least have the £irlll, unconquerable 
faith that Reason does exist there; and that the world of intelligence and 
conscious volition is not abandoned to chance, but lTIUst show itself in the 
light of the sclf-cognisant [sich wissenden] idea" (10[22]). 

Yet, I-Iegel insisted, he was "not obliged to Inake any such preliluinary 
den1and upon [the reader's] faith," for "What I have said thus provisionally 
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... is to be regarded ... as a SU111mary view of the whole; the result of the 
investigation vve are about to pursue ... the ultimate result" of an investi
gation that win "proceed historically-empirically" (ibid.). This Ineans that 
one 111Ust "faithfully adopt an that is historical" as material for reflection, 
even though the tern1S "faithfully" and "adopt" are a111biguous in the 
extrenle (11). That hypotheses regarding the ultimate rationality of the 
world process are to be applied to the data supplied by the historians in the 
various "H10des" in \vhich historians reflect (ibid.), Hegel viewed as no cause 
for alar111, for, in history as in science, even the most "impartial" historian, 
4'who believes and professes that he Inaintains a silnply receptive attitude, 
surrendering hin1self to the data supplied hin1, is by no means passive as 
regards the exercise of his thinking powers. He brings his categories with 
hin1, and sees the phenonlena presented to his Inental sight exclusively 
through these 111edia" (ibid.). The philosopher reflecting on history Inust only 
be sure to keep his reason alive and in full play throughout his investigation. 
Given the nature of reason itself, the result must be a rational account of 
history as a rationally c0111prehensible process, for, "To hiln \vho looks upon 
the \vorld rationally, the \vorld in turn presents a rational aspect. The relation 
is mutual" (ibid.). 'fhe il1lportant point is that this rational aspect should 
not be entertained as a merely forn1al coherence. The laws that govern 
history nlust be apprehended as inhering in the historical process itself, as it 
unfolds in tin1e, in the SaI1le vvay that, in science, the actual operations of 
nature are grasped rationally in the £or111 of the lavvs that are used to con
ceptualize it. (12) 

The \vay beyond Irony leads, by a path \vhich circnlllvents the sin1ply 
naive or religious conviction that history is ruled by Providence, to the scien
tific~that is, rational and ernpirical-den10nstration of the providential 
nature of history, not insofar as the life of an individual ll1an or group is 
concerned, but rather in respect of the life of the species. The appeal to 
belief in Providence is forbidden, according to Hegel, "because the science 
of which we have to treat proposes itself to furnish the proof (not indeed 
the abstract Truth of the doctrine, but) of its correctness as conlpared with 
the facts." And this "correctness as c0111parec1 with the facts" requires that 
\ve begin \vith the recognition that, considered elllpirically, as Inerely a field 
of happening sinlply perceived, mankind is, above all, ruled by passions. This 
111eans that any explanation of history 111ust "depict the passions of mankind, 
the genius, the active po\vers that play their part on the great stage," and 
show, by a demonstration that is both rational and en1pirical, that this chaos 
of facts can be conceived not only to have a tor111 but that it also actually 
Inanifests a IJlan (E ndzyvec!<. ). (1 3) To disclose the general aspect of this 
plan, to purport to reveal ';~thc nltirnatc design of the world," in1plies the 
a 1 d fi .. " f bU.' -H (I , l) fl' d' d 1 . aDstract (e nlhon 0 t Ie 111Canlng 11 la t 0_ t lIS eSlgn an t le prOVI-
sion of the evidence of its actualization (Ver1virklichung) in time (16 [29J). 

r~O\V, in the paragraphs that follow, I will point out Hegel's dilation on 
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the nature of that 4'spirit" which he conceived to be the agency by which the 
Ironies of thought, feeling, and existence experienced by Blan are finally 
transcended in the apprehension of a possible integration of consciousness 
with being. I \vil1 give only a SU1l1111ary sketch of his doctrine of spirit here, 
since it appears in detail elscwherc~that is, in his Phenonlenology, Logic, 
and PhilosO/Jhy of Right. The important point is that he began his discussion 
of spirit vvith an apprehension of a radical antithesis between spirit and 
matter. rl'he term "World," he said, "includes both physical and psychical 
nature." I-Ie adnlitted that physical nature plays a part in world history, and 
he also granted that an account of its mechanical operations would have to 
be provided vvhere it bore upon his subject. But his subject was the spirit, 
the "nature" of \vhich can be characterized in terlTIS of its Uabstract charac
teristics": the ulneans" it uses to realize its idea or to actualize itself in tinle; 
and the ~'shapc" \vhich the perfect enlbodinlent of spirit would aSSU111e. 

Spirit, Hegel said, can be understood as the opposite of matter, the nature 
of which is to be deternlined by sOll1ething extrinsic to itself. Spirit is «(self
contained existence" (bei-sich-selbst-sein) , "rhich is to say "freedolll," for 
freedoI11 is nothing but independence or autono111Y, the absence of all 
dependence upon, or deternlinatiol1 by, anything outside itself. Self-con
tained existence, he continued, is also selfconsciousness-consciousness of 
one's own being, vvhich is to say, consciousness of that which one is poten
tially capable of beco111ing. I--Iegel took this abstract definition of self-con
sciousness to be the analogue of the very idea of history: "it may be said of 
Universal FIistory that it is the exhibition of spirit in the process of working 
out the knowledge of that which it potentially is" (17~18). And, insofar 
as history is process, actualization in tinle, this working out of the kno\vledge 
of what spirit potentially is, is also the actualization, or realization, of what 
it is potentially able to beconle. Since self-consciousness is nothing but 
freedol11, it n1t1st be supposed that the actualization of spirit in time figures 
the growth of the principle of freedo111. 1'hus, Hegel wrote, (iThe history of 
the world is none other than the progress of the consciousness of freedolTl." 
And this insight, he said, provided hilll with "the natural division of universal 
history and suggests the mode of its discussion." (19) 

~ The l-listoricaZ Field as Structure 

There are two crucial passages in the Introduction to Philosophy of History 
in which Hegel characterizes the historical field as a problcI11 to be solved in 
its aspect as a set of phenolllena fronl which the critical intelligence lTIUSt be 
expected to extract a ll1caning. These two characterizations are quite differ
ent in nature, and they will reward close study for the deterrnination of 
their individual characteristics. 
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In his first characterization of the historical field, Hegel considered it as a 
synchronic structure, apprehended as a chaos of passions, self-interest, vio
lence, dashed hopes, and frustrated plans and projects. In his second charac
teriza tion of the historical field, he considered it as a diachronic process, as 1 
field which appears to be characterized by mere change. The first characteri
zation was 111eant to serve as a basis for the generation of the concepts by 
which the field, considered as a chaos of passions, could be comprehended 
as a spectacle of purpose. The second characterization was meant to serve as 
a basis for the generation of the concepts by ,vhich the field, considered as a 
chaos of changes, could be comprehended as a process of development. 

The first characterization of the historical field, as a field of phenomena, 
was given in the Metaphorical Il1ode, which is to say, not as mere phenomena 
but as phenomena named. Hegel characterized the historical field which 
offers itself to "external and phenoll1enaI" intuition in terIns of its aesthetic 
fornl, the Inoral ilnplications of the forn1 offered, and the philosophical ques
tion vvhich the cOlnbination of these necessarily raises. Thus, he said, 

The first glance at history convinces us that the actions of lnen proceed from their 
needs, their passions, their characters and talents, and ilnpresses us with the belief 
that such needs, passions, and interest are the sole springs of action-the efficient 
agents in this scene of activity. [20] 

True, Hegel noted, even on this level of conlprehension we 111ay very well 
discern actions and projects undertaken out of devotion to ~'ailns of a liberal 
or universal kind," such as "benevolence" or "noble patriotisln," but such 
"virtues and general vievvs are but insignificant as cOlllpared ,vith the world 
and its doings." Reason itself lllay display its effects to the understanding, 
but, on the basis of the data thenlselves, we have no reason to deny that 
the "most effective springs of h un1an action" are "passions, private aims, and 
the satisfaction of selfish desires." (Ibid.) 

When we reflect on this "spectacle of passions" (Schauspiel der Leiden
schaften) and perceive the essential irrationality both of evil and of ~4good 
designs and righteous aims," when we "see the evil, the vice, the ruin that 
has befallen the most flourishing kingdolTIS which --the mind of n1an ever 
created," \ve can scarcely avoid being hurled into an essentially Absurdist 
conception of the drama there displayed. The whole of history thus vie\\Ted 
appears to bear the n1ark of "corruption," and, since this "decay is not the 
work of nlere nature, but of the human will" itself, "a Dl0ral enlbittern1ent" 
(einer lnoralische Betriibnis) and "a revolt of the good spirit, if it have a 
place within us," Inay well arise within us. (20-21) A Inerely aesthetic Of, 
what amounts to the same thing, "simply truthful combination of the 
Iniseries that have overwhelmed the noblest of nations and polities and the 
finest exel11plars of human virtue" forms a "picture of such a horrifying 
aspect" (furchtbarsten Gemiilde) , and inspires emotions of such profound 
sadness, that vve are inclined to take refuge in fatalism and to withdraw in 
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disgust ~~into the lllore agreeable environnlent of our individual life, the 
present forlned by our private aims and interests" (21)" 

But this 1110ral response to an aesthetic perception itself inspires reflection 
on a question which uinvoluntarily arises" within any consciousness in which 
reason has play. The question is: "to what principle, to what final ailTI have 
these enormous sacrifices been offered?" (ibid.). 

When we reach this point, Hegel said, the usual procedure is to undertake 
the kind of investigation which he characterized as "Reflective history" ~that 
is, causal and typological reductions, by which the field can be "arbitrarily" 
and "fragnlentarily" ordered. On the other hand, Hegel purported to resist 
such reductive strategies by taking "these phenornena which [nlake] up a 
picture so suggestive of gloomy enlotions and thoughtful reflections as the 
very field" [I-Iegel's italics] which exhibits the un1eans [italics added] for 
realizing ... the essential destiny ... or ... the true result of the world's 
history" (ibid.). Moral reflection, he insisted, cannot serve as a 111ethod of 
historical understanding. 1'he causal and typological reductions of the his
torical field inspired by such Illoral reflection, even though atten1pted in the 
interest of dissipating depression by understanding, can at best only explain 
away the phenoll1ena they are intended to explain and at worst only confirm 
our fears regarding the essential absurdity of the picture of the whole. History 
is a "panorama of sin and suffering," and any view of history which requires 
denial of this fact of perception is untrue to the principles of art, science, 
and Dlorality alike. Hegel thus fully credited the immediate perception of 
the historical field as "a panoralna of sin and suffering." But he set his 
perception of this panoranla within the 11leans-ends question which he 
insisted is raised in the consciousness by ll10ral reflection on it ("to what 
principle, to what final ainl these enormous sacrifices have been offered"). 

In short, "sin and suffering" Blust be viewed as the nleans for the realiza
tion of SOlne principle that is superior to thenl. rfbis superior principle is not 
given to sense perception but is considered to be knowable in principle by a 
transcendental deduction of the categories by which it can be inferred-the 
kind of deduction that I(ant carried out with respect to natural phenomena 
and science. Hegel characterized the end of the whole process as "Principle
Plan of E~xistence-Law," which, he adnlitted, is a "hidden, undeveloped 
essence, which as such, however true in itself, is not c0111pletely real 
[wirl~lich]" (22 [36]). The conceivable final cause, or principle yet to be 
realized in concrete existence, lTIUst be recognized as ultilnately unknowable 
to science inasmuch as it is still in the process of actualization in history. 
rrhought lllUSt therefore begin with the data there before it and the appre
hension of thenl as a means to some greater end. 

Hegel thus accepted as a truth that insight into history which had driven 
the philosophes to despair and the Romantics to heights of buoyancy and 
exhilaration~nalnely, the fact that "passion" alone is the imlnecliate cause of 
all historical events. "We Inay affirnl absolutely," he said, "that nothing great 
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has been accomplished in the world without passion [nichts Grosses in der 
\V elt ohne Leidenschaft vollbracht worden istJ" (23 [38J). The historian 
thus has as his object of study precisely what appears before him: a panorama 
of sin and suffering. But he also has his "concept" (Begriff) , which is the 
means-ends relationship, and its ':'idea" (I dee), which is the full realization, 
by concrete actualization, of all the beings that appear in history as recogniz
ably historical (as against lllerely natural) entities, by which to extract nlean~ 
ing fronl this panoranla. Both MetonYlnical reduction and Irony are to be 
avoided by bracketing the data (the panoralna of sin and suffering) within 
the concept adequate to their apprehension as a llleans to SOllle end: 

Two elenlcnts, therefore, enter into the object of our investigation; the first, the 
idea, the second the conlplex of hunlan passions; the one the warp, the other the 
woof of the vast arras-web of history. [Ibid.] 

Thus, passion, '\vhich is [conventionally] regarded as a thing of sinister 
aspect" and as "nlore or less inlmoral," is not only recognized as a fact of 
hUl1lan existence but is elevated as a necessary and desirable condition for 
the achievenlent of ends greater than any which an individual man or group, 
governed by private interests or traits of character, can possibly imagine. The 
severance of passion fronl the higher human ends which individuals and 
groups actually realize in tinle is thus OVerC0111e. The dualism of reason and 
passion vvhich the Enlighteners had failed to overcome (by Metonymical 
analysis) is transcended along with the (Romantics') false nlonisnl of pas
sion's hegemony over reason and the (Subjective Idealists') false monism of 
reason's absolute hegenlony over passion. The instrument of mediation 
between passion and reason was conceived by Hegel to be the state-not the 
state mechanisnr, which is only a nleans of such mediation in concrete 
existence, but the state in its ideal essence, the state as objectified morality. 
The "concrete lllean" and "union" of the idea and passion is "liberty, 
under the conditions of morality in a state." (Ibid.). 

~ The State, the Individual, and the Tragic View of History 

The ideal state, Hegel noted, would be that in which the private interests of 
its citizens are in perfect harmony with the common interest, "when the one 
finds its gratification and realization in the other" (24)' But every actual 
state, precisely because it is a concrete Inechanisln, an actualization rather 
than ll1erely a potentiality or a realization of the ideal state, fails to attain 
this harmonious reconciliation of individual interests, desires, and needs \vith 
the COlnn1on good. This failure of any given state to incarnate the ideal, 
however, is to be experienced as a cause for jubilation rather than despair, 
for it is precisely this inlbalance of private with public (or public with 
private) interests which provides the space for the exercise of a specifically 
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human freedolll. If any given state were perfect, there would be no legitimate 
basis for that dissatisfaction \vhich men feel with their received social and 
poli tical endO\Vnlen ts, j llstifica tion for the 1110ral indignation vvhich stenlS 
froln the disparity between what rnen desire for themselves and feel, because 
it is the only criterion of right they irnrnediately feel, to be a rnorally justifi~ 
able desire, and vi/hat the C0111111unity into which they are born and are asked 
to live out their lives insists that they should desire. l-Iuman freedom, vvhich 
is a specifically 1110ral free do 111, arises in the circumstance that no l'present" 
is ever adequately "adapted to the realization of ainlS \vhich [n1en] hold to 
be right and just." 'rhere is always an unfavorable contrast between "things 
as they are and things as they ought to be." (35) But this precondition of 
freedolll is also a lilTlitation on the exercise of it; every attenlpt to correct or 
ilnprove the state, by refarnl or revolution, succeeds only in establishing sonle 
new Inechanisl11 vvhich, however superior it I11ay be to what canle before, is 
sinlilarly linlited in its capacity to reconcile private interests and desires with 
the C01111110n good and needs. 

The airn, IIegel suggested, is to retain C1vvareness of the Ironic (that is, 
paradoxical and contradictory) nature of this uniquely hlllllan condition; 
which is a product of the very distinction between private and public inter
ests. For this alone perrnits consciousness to believe in the possibility of its 
own exercise of frecdo111 and the legitilnacy of the feelings of dissatisfaction 
which ilnpel it to the further perfection of the fornls of human C0111Illunity 
in \vhich all private interests and the public good nwy be identified. 

Nothing was 11lore COITl1110n in his own tinle, I-Iegel renlarked, than "the 
c0111plaint that the ideals which inlagination sets up are not realized, that 
these glorious dreanls are destroyed in cold actuality" (ibid.). Such com
plaints, however, are, he insisted, products of a Dlerely sentinlental character, 
if those who Blake theln condenln the social condition as sllch sinlply 
because their ideals have not been realized in their o"vn. tin-le. It is easier, 
lIegel said, to find deficiencies in individuals, states, and the \vhole historical 
process than to '\liscern their real illlport and value" (36). "For in this 
rnerely negative fault-finding a proud position is taken," and the positive 
aspect of every historical situation, its provision of the conditions for realizing 
a lin1ited frecdorn, is overlooked (ibid.). Hegel's own perspective was Ineant 
to reveal that "the real world," \vith its contradictoriness and conflict, its 
linlited freedolll and suffering, "is as it ought to be" for the achievement of 
hUlnan ends by rneans adequate to the task (ibid.). The spirit of this asser
tion accords with the saying of Seneca with which Vieo (misquoting) ends 
Book V of The t..J'ew Science: "Pusilla res hie 111undus est, nisi iel, quod 
quaerit, olllnis lTlundus habeat" (1096: 415). 

'[his does not TIlean that the individual is exenlpted from a 1'ragic fate 
in the pursuit of his ain1s. On the contrary, it means that those who pursue 
their own ainls \vith a passion, a will and intelligence adequate to their 
inl1nediate realization~that is, the actual transformation of their societies 
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in the light of their privately held conceptions of what a good life lllight be 
~\vill be Tragic figures. The ordinary man, Hegel said, holds fast to what his 
society insists must be the lin1its within which he may realize his desires and 
private interests. The crinlinal seeks to evade the laws and the limits set by 
public morality by subterfuge, in such a way as to realize his private desire 
for Inaterial satisfaction, but without effecting any substantial changes in the 
canons of public n10rality and law in the process. (Phil. of Hist., 28-29) By 
contrast, the heroes of history are precisely those whose passionate belief in 
the legitimacy of their ovvn private aims and interests is such that they cannot 
abide any disparity between what they desire for themselves and what the 
public Illorality and legal system den1and of men in general. Caesar, for 
example, in seeking the realization of his own ideal self-conception, suc
ceeded in con1pletely reconstituting Roman society. Great men, Hegel noted, 
form "purposes to satisfy themselves, not others," and they are those who do 
not learn from others but from WhOlTI others learn (30). The great conflicts 
betvveen an individual will, adequately endowed for its task, and the received 
social order, vvhose devotees seek to sustain its achieved form, constitute the 
axial events of \vorld history; and it is with the "comprehensive relations" 
vvhich are figured in such encounters that world history has to do (29). 

For this reason, the spectacle of history, when viewed from within the 
p.~ocess of its own unfolding, froll1 the vantage point of the individuals who 
succeeded in actually changing the form of life of a people or of many peo
ples-or, it might be added, in resisting heroic efforts to effect such trans
formations-is conceivable as a specifically Tragic Drama. On the ground of 
historical consciousness alone, without the superaddition of the hypothesis 
\vhich philosophical reflection brings to history-that is to say, on the basis of 
a c0I11bination of aesthetic and 1110ral sensibility alone-one is able to trans
form the history of the world fraITl an Absurdist Epic of senseless conflict 
and strife into a Tragic Dralna with a specifically ethical import. Thus, 
Hegel wrote: 

If \ve go on to cast a look at the fate of world historical personalities ... we shall 
find it to have been no happy one. They attained no calm enjoynlent; their whole 
life was labor and trouble; their whole nature was nothing but their master pas
sion. When their object is attained they fall off li~e enlpty hulls from the kernel. 
They die early, like Alexander; they are murdered, like Caesar; transported to St. 
Helena, like Napoleon. [3 1 ] 

In short, they lived their lives like the heroes of a Shakespearean Tragedy. 
And the danger of a 11lerely n10ral reflection upon their lives is that it might 
lead to the conclusion, similar" to that which "any sinlply truthful account" of 
the historical field inspires, that their lives had been as meaningless, as incon
sequential, as the lives of those ordinary men who rested content with the 
roles in which fate had cast them. 

Such a view, ho\V"ever, is possible only on the grounds provided by the 
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Metonymical l110de of c0I11prehension;t which, being based on a false analogy 
betvveen nature and history, sees every action only as the effect of SOlne prior, 
lVIechanical, canse. 'rhus, the subjective i1l1pulse behind the act~the "vin, 
reason, or ernotions of the individual \'1ho strives for sOTIlething great-is 
reduced to the san1e essential nature as that of the ordinary BlaB, who strives 
for nothing great at a11 and, as a result, leaves no ITlark on history except in 
his function as a unit of an aggregate. It is s111all \vonder, Hegel remarked 
later on, that those vvIlo begin \vith the aSSl1111ption that history is only nature 
in a different guise are led by the logic of the ITlode of explanation sui table 
for c0111prehending nature alone to the conclusion that history has no 111ean
-i"g f()I~ _1.. J-

The state of nature is [in fact] prCdC)Illinantly that of injustice and violence, of 
nntan1ec1 natural in1pulses, of inhuITlan deeds and feelings. 1:41J 

If 111an \vcre "nlerc nature," \VC would be as unable to account for the 
d0I11cstication of the ordinary fnB of 111ankind as we are unable to account 
for the origination of that "social state" which is the instrl1111cnt of that 
don1cstication. Moreover, we would be forced to conclude that the highest 
achicvelnents of individual geniuses in art, science, religion, and philosophy 
were products of a consciousness that was not essentially different froll1 that 
\vhich characterizes I11an in his savage condition; that they reflect 111erely 
rearrangcITlents, rather than progressive perfections, of a finite number of 
elenlents, all of which 1l1USt be presulned to have been present in the savage 
state. 

But the truth is that savage rnan does not create anything of specifically 
high cultural significance except religion and a rudimentary (custolnary) 
£orl11 of society. rrhis perrnits us to conclude that the "forrn of religion" 
deternlines the forn1 of the state that arises on the principles of consciousness 
which inforlll it (51) and gives to the culture of a people its Jistinctive 
aspect (50). But to preSU111e that the sanle fornl of consciousness which 
characterizes the savage TIlind also characterizes the civilized 11lind is to 
vveight the scales of analysis in favor of the discovery of sinlilarities alone 
when what is needed is an assessn-lcnt and an explanation of the differences 
between the t\VO states of consciousness and their products. Such a search for 
similari ties at the expense of differences lies at the basis of an those Inyths 
of Arcadia, ll1yths of the happy state of nature, which tantalized Enlightel1-
111cnt thinkers and inspired the R0111antics to seek escape fro111 the pains of 
present existence in a nowhere land where nothing but happiness prevails. 

T11e problem, then, is to explicate the principles by which the develop
rnent of Inankind through history can be c0I11prehended. This development, 
considered in its diachronic aspect, vviII appear as a transition froIn a lo\ver 
condition to a higher one, and, in its aspect as a synchronic structure, will 
appear as a coherent systelll of exchange between the principle of savagery 
and that of civilization. 
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~-g The Historical Field as Process 

This carries us to the level of comprehension on which Synecdochic con
sciousness replaces cansal explanation by typological explanation and on 
which the inlage of lllcre chaos is replaced by that of a sllccession of forms 
or types of cultural achievelnent, the inlnlediate apprehension of which is 
given under the aspect of Tragedy. It is here that Hegel Blade the remark 
\vhich has so often been ll1isinterpreted as evidence of the essentially for
malist nature of his ovvn philosophy of history. He ~Tote: 

TIle investigator must be fanliliar a priori (if we like to call it so), with the whole 
circle of conceptions to which the principles in question belong~just as Kepler 
(to name the 1110st illustrious exan1ple of this mode of philosophizing) must have 
been fauliliar a priori \vith ellipses, vvith cubes and squares, and with ideas of their 
relations, before he could discover, fronl the empirical data, those immortal 
"Lavvs" of his, which are none other than forms of thought pertaining to those 
classes of concepts. He vvho is unfalniliar with the science that embraces these 
abstract elenlentary conceptions is as little capable-though he may have gazed 
on the firmanlent and the Illotions of the celestial bodies for a lifetiIne-of under
standing those Laws, as of discovering theill. [64; italics added] 

Here Hegel distinguished between the "circle of conceptions" and the 
"principles" of characterization, and between the "forms of thought" and 
the "classes of concepts" \vhich the forms of thought utilize in the explana
tion of data of different sorts. Principles and classes of concepts which are 
pernlissible in the characterization of the historical process derive froIn the 
circle of conceptions by \vhich various forllls of thought are, simultaneously 
differentiated fro111, and related, to one another. If a merely a priori 
ll1ethod, by which a preconception inspired by a prejudice is simply imposed 
upon the historical record as an explanation of it, is to be avoided, there 
must be sonle principle by which a given form of thought can be directed to 
the articulation of the classes of concepts necessary for the distinction 
bet\veen what is "essential" and \vhat is not in a given aspect of the world 
process. In the circle of conceptions, determinancy and freedon1 are con
ceived to generate the principles, forms of thought, and classes of concepts 
adequate for the characterization and understanding of the natural and his
torical processes respectively. It is here that thought about history is exposed 
to the dangers of 111echanislll, by confusio11 of a historical with a merely 
natural process, and to the threat of fornlalis111, by the sinlple recognition 
of a succession of formal coherencies in the historical process. 

The concepts which the consideration of history as a process of develop
ment requires are beginning, middle, and end, but not conceived in the 
mode by vvhich such processes are apprehended in physical natur~-that is, 
as merely inauguration, extension and expansion, and termination. Histori-



HEGEL 113 

cal processes IT1USt be regarded as analogous to the kinds of completed 
Inoral actions \vhich we enjoy in the contemplation of the highest products 
of art and rcligion~that is, as processes which originate as a "commence-
111ent," proceed through a "dialectical" transfornlation of the contents and 
forms of the original disposition, and culminate in a "consulnn1ation or 
resolution" that figures I1l0re than a lnere termination. 

Physical nature as such has no beginning, IT liddle, or end; it is al\vays and 
eternally what it has to be. \1\1 e can hnagine it coming into existence at a 
given tilne and ending at a given tinle, but it does not develop in its passage 
froll1 one instant to another, \vhich is why we say that it exists only in space 
(72). Organic nature, it is true, does represent a kind of developlllcnt which 
can be conceived as a realization of the potential for growth contained in the 
seed; but the individual ll1ay or nlay not realize this potentia1. If it does, it 
comes to an end that is preordained by naturallaw~in such a way that every 
grovvth process carried to its terlnination is precisely like every other, there 
being no development frorn one individual to another, and no development 
in the whole of organic life fron1 one species to another. IIere, insofar as 
there is ll10veU1ent at all, there is no developnlent, only cyclical recurrence. 

Significant transitions in history, however, display the kind of gain \vhich 
we often intuit to be present, even when we cannot specify its content, at the 
end of a rI'ragic play or a philosophicaldialog~e carried out in the dialectical 
rnode. In it, vvhen s0111ething dies, sOl1lething else is born; but that which is 
born is not l1lerely the sanle thing in its essence as that which has died, as it 
is in plant and anirnal life. It is s0111ething nevv in \vhich the earlier form of 
life=the action of the play, the argllIIlent of the dialogue~is contained 
vvithin the later forn1 of life as its ll1aterial or content, which is to say it is 
turned froll1 an end in itself into a ll1eans for the attainlnent of a higher end 
only dinl1y apprehended in the afterglow of the resolution. 

This insight into the nature of the historical process is built upon the 
Synecdochic inflation of the lVIetaphorically apprehended and Metonynlically 
c0111prehended field of historical happening originally perceived as "a pano
ranla of sin and suffering." The dynan1ics of this Synecdochic inflation are 
signaled in 11egel's second 111ajor characterization of the whole historical 
field, now conceived not 111erely as chaos but as change as well. 

Hegel's second characterization of the historical field begins with the 
fan10llS a pothcgnl, 

History in general is therefore the developl11cnt of spirit in tinle, as nature is the 
develop111cnt of the idea in space. [Ibid.] 

The word which is conventionally rendered in English as "developlnent" in 
this context is the Ger111an Atlslegung, literally a "laying out, spreading out, 
or display" with secondary associations of "explanation" or "explication" ~ 
from the Latin roots ex and pliC(lre, which, combined, convey the notion of a 
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4tsll1oothing out" of wrinkles, as in a crulnp1ed piece of paper or cloth. The 
connotation is that of an unfolding or clarification of latent contents. 

But the apprehension of this process for what it truly is cannot be provided 
by Synecdochic inflations alone. This is pointed out in the passage which 
follows. Here the same transition of consciousness from an aesthetic, through 
a moral, to an intellectual perception which we encountered in Hegel's 
original characterization of the historical field in the modes of Metaphor 
and Metonyn1Y are recaptitulated: 

If then \ve cast a glance over world-history in general, we see a vast picture of 
changes and deeds [Taten] , of infinitely manifold fonns of peoples, states, indi
viduals, in unresting succession [Aufeinanderfolge]. [Ibid.] 

This spectacle of the succession of forms arouses an en1otional state which is 
quite different from that vvhich the spectacle of chaos originally described 
arouses: 

Everything that can enter into and interest the soul of man-all our sensibility to 
goodness, beauty, and greatness-is called into play. [Ibid.] 

\Ve still see "hun1an action and suffering predolninant," but we also see 
something akin to ourselves that "excites Ollr interest for or against," 
"vhether that "solnething" attracts our attention by its "beauty, freedom, 
and rich variety" or by its "energy" alone (ibid.). 

SOll1ctin1es \ve see the 1110re cOIl1prehensive ll1ass of S01l1e general interest advanc
ing \vith con1parative slo\vness, and subsequently sacrificed to an infinite cOlnplica
tion of trifling CirCnl11stances, ~~1d so dissipated into atoms. Then again with a 
vast expenditure of power a trivial result is produced; while froin what appears 
unimportant a tremendolls issue proceeds. On every hand there is the motliest 
throng of events drawing us within the circle of its interest, and when one com
bination vanishes another immediately appears in its place. [Ibid.] 

The first general thought that arises in response to the spectacle thus 
apprehended, "the category \vhich first presents itself in this restless muta
tion of individuals and peoples, existing for a time and then vanishing," is 
that of "change in general" (die Veriinderung iiberhaupt). This apprehen
sion is then' quickly transmuted into a feeling of "sadness," such as that 
which \Ve might feel in the presence of the ruins of SOllle mighty sovereignty, 
such as RaDle, Persepolis, or Carthage. But the "next consideration, which 
allies itself" with that of n1ere change and which arises from the recognition 
of the forlnal coherences to be seen in the spectacle, is this: "that vvhilc 
change imports dissolution, it involves at the same time the rise of a new life 
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=that while death is the issue of life, life is also the issue of death." (72-73) 
The problem which ilnnlediately suggested itself to Hegel was that of 

the lllodality by which this succession of fornlal coherences is to be C0111pre
hended~that is to say, how the sequence of forms is to be ernplotted. Anel in 
the paragraphs which follow can be seen his differentiation among three 
different plot structures that TI1ight be used to characterize this process con
ceived as a succession of forms, as distinguished from the Epic plot structure, 
which Blight be used to enlplot the spectacle of 111ere change in the original 
apprehension of the historical field as chaos. 

Reverting to nature (that is, to the Metonymical mode of characterizing 
changes as such) for an analogue, this succession of forlllS lllight be conceived 
in one of two ways, both of which might be called Tragic inaSI11Uch as they 
credit the apprehension of the fact that, in hlunan nature at least, '\vhile 
death is the issue of life, life is also the issue of death" (italics added). For 
exanlple, the succession of forrns luight be eluplotted as a trcllls{er of a 
content to a new fOIn1, as in the Oriental doctrine of rnetenlpsychosis; or it 
Inight be conceived, not as a transfer, but as a ceaseless re-creation of a new 
life out of the ashes of the old, as in the Phoenix lllyth. (73) rIegel called the 
insight contained in the Oriental conceptions of the world process ugrand," 
but denied thenl status as earned philosophical truths for two reasons. First, 
this insight ("that while death is the issue of life, life is also the issue of 
death") is only generally true of nature, rather than specifically true of 
natural individualities. Second, the silnple notions of transfer and of succes
sive recurrence do not do justice to the variety of life fOrlTIS which the histor
ical process, unlike the natural process, displays to perception. As Hegel put 
it: 

Spirit~~conSUnlil1g the envelope of its existence~does not merely pass into 
another envelope, nor rise rejuvenescent from the ashes of its previolls forrn; it 
comes forth exalted [erhobenJ, glorified [verldartJ, a purer spirit . [ein reinerer 
Geist]. It certainly Illakes war upon itsclf-consulnes its own existence; but in this 
very destruction it works up that existence into a DC\V forn}, and each successive 
phase beCOl1leS in its turn a nlaterial on which it exalts itself [erhebt] into a new 
grade [Bildung]. [Ibid.] 

And this suggests another reason why this whole process cannot yet be 
credited as prefiguring a Comic resolution. T1he principles in virtue of vvhich 
apprehension of the plot of the succession of forms might be perlnitted still 
rerrlain unexplicated. The explication of these principles requires a view 
frorn a perspective within the process, so that it will not be apprehended as 
merely a succession of fornlally equal coherences, but rather as a kind of 
autononl011S process of self-lnanipulation, exertions 4'in different l1lodes and 
directions," in which the prior fornl serves as the lllaterial for, and stimulus 
to, the creation of its successor (ibid.). From this perspective, 
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The abstract concept of mere change gives place to the thought of spirit mani~ 
festing, developing, and perfecting its powers in every direction which its manifold 
nature can follow. [Ibid.; italics added] 

The powers that the spirit \vhich must be presumed to govern this process 
inherently possesses can be learned only "fronl the variety of products and 
formulations which it originates" (ibid.). This means that the historical 
process ll1USt be viewed, not as ll1ere movement, change, or succession, but 
as "activity": "Der Geist handelt wesentlich, er 11lacht sich zu dem, was er an 
sich ist, zu einer Tat, zu seinem Werk; so wird er sich Gegenstand, so hat er 
sich als ein Dasein vor sich" (72 [99J). Thus it was with historical individ
ualities, those Tragic heroes \vho succeeded in leaving their societies at least 
significantly transfornled as a result of their exertions; and so it is with 
whole peoples and nations, vvho are at once beneficiaries and captives of the 
spiritual fornls in vvhich their exertions against the world and for the world 
manifest thenlselves. This implies that the life of every people or nation is, 
like the life of every heroic individual in history, a Tragedy. And the appro
priate mode of its emplotnlent, the apprehension of it as a historical reality, 
is that of the Tragic Dranla. In fact, Hegel enlplotted the histories of all the 
civiliza tional for111s that he discerned in world history in Tragic terms. And 
in his Encyclopedia of the Philosophical Sciences and the Lectures on Aes
thetics, he provided the justification for this mode of emplotment as the 
highest kind of reflective historiography. 

In his Philosophy of I-listory, however, he simply applied this mode of 
figuring the process of origination, rise, dissolution, and death to individual 
civilizations. I-Ie did not try to justify the Tragic mode of enlplotment but 
simply presupposed it as the appropriate Illode for characterizing the proc
esses of developnlent which can be discerned in the life cycles of a specific 
civilization, such as the Greek or the Roman. This Iuode can be presupposed 
because it is that in which any comprehensive history of a civilization whose 
term has run out is conventionally emplotted by professional historians. The 
philosophically unselfconscious historian might draw erroneous conclusions 
froln his reflection on the pattern of rise and fall, with its aspect of fate and 
inevitability. He nlight conclude that this pattern could not have been other
wise and that, because of \vhat it is, it can be cOIllprehended only as a 
Tragedy en gros. 

Contenlplation of the historical process does yield the apprehension of it 
as a sequence of Tragedies. \\lhat originally appeared as an Epic "spectacle 
of passions" is transl11utted into a sequence of Tragic defeats. Each of these 
Tragic defeats, however, is an epiphany of the law that governs the whole 
sequence. Yet this lavv of historical developl1lent is not conceived to be 
analogous to the kinds of laws which determine the evolution or interaction 
or physical bodies; it is not natural law. It is, rather, the law of history, 
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which is the law of freedolll that is figured in every hunlan project CUlTIlinat
ing in a 'rragic resolution. And 'this la\v figures the ultinlatcly C0111ic Ol1t~ 
COBle of the whole succession of fornls which is irrlTI1ediately apprehended 
under the aspect of r]~ragedy. 

H:egel's purpose is to justify the transition frorn the comprehension of the 
]'r(Lgic nature of every slJecific civilization to the Con1ic apprehension of the 
unfolding drarna of the whole of history. In the saIne way that, in Phenom
enology of Spirit, he suggested that the Cornic vision of Aristophanes was 
superior to the Inoral insight contained in the Tragic vision of Euripides, in 
his consideration of world history he sought to endow the whole of history 
with a Conlic inlport which is based upon, responsible to, yet transcends, the 
ilnplications of a ll1erely tI1ragic conception of the course of historical life In 
general. 

~-9 F'rOlll Tragedy to Cornedy 

In the cycle of Illoral attitudes, COll1edy is logically posterior to Tragedy, 
for it represents an affirnlation of the needs of life and its rights against the 
rrragic insight that all things existing in tilne are doollled to destruction. 
'-rhe death of a civilization is not strictly analogous to the death of an individ
ual, even to that of a heroic individual. For, just as the heroic individual 
finds a kind of inllTIOrtality in the changes he effects in the life fOrIllS of the 
people he lllolds to his \vill, so, too, a heroic people finds a kind of inlmortal
ity in the changes it effects on the life forrns of the race. A great people does 
not die a u silnply na tUfal death," I-IegeI \vrote, for a people ttis not a luere 
single individual, but a spiritual, generic life." l11e deaths of whole civiliza
tions arc nlore like suicides than natural deaths, he continued, because as 
genera they carry \vithin theIl1selves their own negatiol1S-"in the very gen
erality which characterizes" thenl. (75) 

A people sets for itself a task:- \vhieh, generally considered, is sinlply to be 
something rather than nothing. Its whole life is bound up with, and its dis
tinctive fornlal coherence is expressed in, its dedication (both conscious and 
unconscious) to this task. But, as a task, this effort to be s0111cthing requires 
rneans, the specificity of which is inlplied in the concreteness of their applica
tion to specific rather than general problellls. General tasks, such as ll1ercly 
keeping body and soul together, reproducing, caring for children, protect
ing oneself fronl the elenlcnts, the activities of precivilized peoples, are 
carried out in response to general hurnan inclinations and instincts repre
sented by cllstOITl, "a Inerely external sensuous existence which has ceased to 
throw itself enthusiastically into its object" (74-75). But, in order to carry 
out the task of becollling sornething particular and unlike the general run of 
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11lankind, a people l1lust set itself both an ideal task and certain practical 
ones, for the "highest point in the development of a people is this-to have 
gained a conception of its [own] life and condition-to have reduced its laws, 
its ideas of justice and morality to a science" (76). Here the unity of ideal 
and real is achieved as c0111pletely as the nature of the human spirit itself 
pernlits. It is never fully achieved, and in this asymnletry between the gen
eral intention and the specific n1eans and activities used to effect its realiza
tion lies the Tragic flaw at the heart of every forIn of civilized existence. 
This flaw is perceived for vvhat it really is in the late stages of a civilization's 
cycle; or, rather, vvhen this flaw beCOIYleS perceptible for what it really is, the 
civilization evidences a forn1 of life grown stale and becomes imminently 
moribund. When this flaw is perceived for \vhat it really is-that is, as a 
contradiction between the specific ideal which the civilization eIllbodies and 
the specific actualizations of that ideal in customary, institutional, social, 
political, and cultural life, the cenlent that holds society together in devo
tion to the ideal, the sense of piety, duty, nlorality, begins to crulnble. And 

At the same tilne the isolation of individuals from one another and from the whole 
11lakes its appearance. [Ibid.] 

People begin to talk about virtue instead of practicing it; they demand 
reasons \vhy they should do their duties and find reasons not to do them; they 
begin to live Ironically: speaking of virtue publicly, practicing vice privately, 
but ever 11lore openly (76-77). 

By the tranSfOrI1lation of practice into vice, however, this separation of 
the ideal fronl the real is itself a purification of the ideal, a release of it 
from the tran1lllels of actualized existence, an opportunity for concrete 
lTIinds to grasp the ideal in its essence~ to conceptualize and image it. Thus 
they prepare the ideal for its release from the tilne and place in which it has 
achieved its actualization and for transmission across time and space to other 
peoples, vvho in turn can use it as the lllaterial out of which to further specify 
the nature of human ideality in its essential purity. 

Thus, Hegel said, if we wish a specific idea of what the Greeks were, we 
will have to go to those records in which they naively revealed the modes of 
their practical relationships in society. If we wish to know this idea in its 
generality, its pure ideality, ho\vever, \ve shall "find it in Sophocles and 
Aristophanes, in Thucydides and Plato" (76). The choice of these witnesses 
of the ideal is not casual; they represent the late forIlls of Greek conscious
ness in tragedy, conledy, historiography, and philosophy, respectively, and 
are to be distinguished quite clearly from their "naive" predecessors (Aes
chylus, Herodotus, the pre-Socratic philosophers). The grasping of the 
ideality of a people or civilization by consciousness is an act that at once 
"preserves" and "dignifies" it. While the people falls into. nullity and casual 
catastrophe, surviving perhaps as a folk but declining as a power (in both the 



HEGEL 119 

political and cultural sense), the spirit of that people is thus saved through 
consciousness in thought and art as an ideal forln. 

While then, on the one side, spirit annuls the reality, the permanence of that 
which it is, it gains on the other side, the eSSEnce, the thought, the universal 
elenlent: of that which it only was. [77] 

111is grasping, by consciousness, of the inner essence of a finite mode of 
actualization of the spirit in a heroic people lllUSt be seen, not as nlerely a 
preservation, or nlUlllI11ification, of the ideal it represents, but rather as the 
alteration of the spirit of the people itself-the raising of its principle to a 
'tanothcr and in fact higher principle." It is this elevation, by consciousness 
and in consciollsness, of the ideal to another and higher principle that pro
vides justification for belief in the ultinlately Cornie nature, the providential 
na ture, of the "panoranla of sin and suffering" which perception ilnnledia tely 
finds in the data of history as a '':sinlply truthful cOll1bination" of the facts. 
And it is of the "highest ilnportance," I-lege} noted, that we understand "the 
thought involved in this transition [dieses DbergangsJ." The Uthonght" 
alluded to is that contained in the contradiction of human growth and devel~ 
opnlent, which is that, although the individual renlains a unity throughout 
the grades of his developlnen t, he does rise to a higher consciousness of 
himself and does in fact pass frOIll a lower and restricted stage of conscious-
ness to a higher, IllDIe cOlllprehensive one. So, too, Hegel said, does a people 
develop, at once renlaining what it was in its essential being as a specific 
people and at the same tiille developing until ':'it reaches the grade of univer
sality." In this point, Hegel concluded, "lies the fundan1ental, the ideal 
necessity of change [Veranderung]," which is "the soul, the essential consid
eration, of the philosophical c0111prehension of history." (78) 

'111is "comprehension," then, is founded on an apprehension of the histori
cal process as a developnlent toward the grade of universality, \\Thereupon 
the spirit in general "elevates and cOlnpletes itself to a self-colnprehending 
totality" ( ibid. ). The necessity of every civilization's ultimate destruction 
by its own hand is sublinlated into an apprehension of that civilization's insti
tutions and 1110des of life as only nleans, abstract modes of organization, by 
which its ideal ends are realized. l'hey are not eternal realities, and ought 
not be considered as such. Their passing, therefore, should be of less retro
spective "concern" than the death of a friend or even the death of those 
Tragic heroes whose excellence can be identified vvith to such an extent that 
we 111ay experience their death as an intimation of our own. 

I-Iegel presented his perception of the dissolution of institutions and TIl0des 
of life in the follovving Inetaphor: 

Th~ life of a people ripens to a certain fruit; its activity aims at the complete 
rnanifestation of the principle which it elnbodies. But this fruit does not fall back 



120 lvlETAHISTORY 

into the bosom of the people that produced and nlatured it; on the contrary, it 
beconles a poison-draught to it. That poison-draught it cannot let alone, for it 
has an insatiable thirst for it: the taste of the draught is its annihilation, though at 
the Sal11C tinle the rise of a nevv principle. [Ibid.] 

COll1parison of this passage vvith those in which Hegel depicted and reflected 
on the n1eaning of Socrates' life and death for Athenian culture as a whole 
illlllninates the usc of the lllctaphor of the "poison-draught" which, once 
consumed, ends an old life and establishes the principle of a higher one. 
Socrates' death \vas Tragic as a spectacle of the death of a virtuous man and 
as a revelation of the contradiction of his relationship to the Athenian peo
ple, to \Vh0111 he taught a new principle of lTIorality. Socrates, Hegel wrote, 
was the "inventor of morality/' and his death was necessitated as one of the 
acts by \vhich that principle Vias confirmed as a practical rule of life and not 
ll1erely affirnlcd as an ideal (269)' His death \vas at once the death of the 
teacher Socrates and the elevation of the principle by which he lived and died 
into a concrete model of nloral activity. His death showed not only that men 
can live by a 1110ra1 principle but that, when they die on behalf of it, they 
transfornl it into an ideal by vvhich others can live. The recognition that this 
t'death" is also the ll1eans to the transformation of hU111an life and 1110ralitv 

.I 

itself onto a level of self-consciousness greater than the "life" w'hich led up to 
it, vvas, for I-Iegel, the infornling insight of the Comic vision and the highest 
cOll1prehension of the historical process to which the finite mind can aspire. 

The COlnic vision, Hegel \vrote in Phenolnenology, transcends the fear 
of "fate." It is 

the return of everything universal into certainty of self, a certainty which, in C011-
sequence, is this c011lplete loss of fear of everything strange and alien, and com
plete loss of substantial reality on the part of what is alien and external. Such 
certainty is a state of spiritual good health and of self-abandonrnent thereto, on 
the part of consciousness, in a \vay that, outside this kind of [Aristophanean J 
comedy, is not to be found anywhere. [748-49J 

This last remark, that the state of "spiritual good health and of self-abandon~ 
ment thereto . . . is not to be found anywhere" outside a certain Comic 
vision, suggests that the C0111ic nature of the historical process itself can be 
apprehended (never comprehended except in abstract tern1s) only as a 
possibility \vhi~h enjoys the authority, on the basis of historical evidence 
rationally processed, of high probability, because, as Hegel said in the intro
duction to his Philosophy of History, history has to do only with the past and 
the present; of the future it can Inake no pronouncenlents. Yet, on the basis 
of our comprehension of the historical process as a progressive development 
which, beginning in relnote tin1es, has come down to OUf own present, the 
twofold nature of history as a cycle and a progression is rendered clear to 
consciousness. We can now see that 
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the life of the ever present spirit is a circle of progressive clnbodiments, which 
looked at in one aspect still exist beside one another, and only as looked at from 
another point of vie"v appear as past. [Phil. of [-list., 79J 

And this means that the "grades which spirit seems to have left behind it" 
are not lost and abandoned but are still alive and retrievable "in the depths 
of the present" (ibid.). These words and this hope, with which Hegel closed 
the Introduction to Philosophy of History, echo the closing paragraph of 
Phenolnenology of S/Jirit, with which he had opened the D1ature phase of his 
own philosophical career: 

The goal, which is Absolute Knowledge or Spirit kno\ving itself as Spirit, finds its 
pathway in the recollection of spiritual forll1s (Geister) as they arc in thenlselves 
and as they accol11plish the organization of their spiritual kingdoDl. Their con
servation, looked at fronl the side of their free existence appearing in the fornl of 
contingency, is History; looked at froTIl the side of their intellectually compre
hended organization, it is the Science of the ways in "vhich knowledge appears. 
Both together, or History (intellectually) cornprehend (begriffen)., fornl at once 
the recollection and the Golgotha of Absolute Spirit, the reality, the truth, the 
certainty of its throne, "vithout which it were lifeless, solitary, and alone. Only 

'I'hc chalice of this realnl of snirits 
J. 

Foarns forth to God lIis o\vn Infinitude. 

I can no\\! chart the dinlcnsions and power of liege}' s conception of histori
cal knowledge as a 11lode of explanation, represen ta tion, and ideological 
inlplication. I begin by noting that the whole of it is a sl1stained effort to 
hold the essential Irony of the hUlllan condition in consciousness without 
surrendering to the skepticislll and ITIoral relativism into which Enlighten~ 
ment rationalis111 had been led on the one hand or the solypsislll into 'ivhich 
I{.onlantic intuitionislTl had to be led on the other. This aiD1 is achieved by 
the transfornlation of Irony itself into a luethod of analysis, a basis for the 
representation of the historical process, and a Ineans of asserting the essen~ 
tial anlbigl1ity of all real knowledge. What I-Iegel did was to bracket the 
Metonyulical (causal) and lVletaphorical (foflllalist) strategies for reducing 
phen0l11ena to order within the 1110dalities of Synecdochic characterizations 
on the one hand and the selrdissolving certitudes of Irony on the other. The 
principal certitude which is dissolved, however, is intellectual certitude, the 
kind of certitude w"hich breeds pride in the possession of a putatively absolute 
truth about the whole. The only "absolute" truths that are per111itted to the 
finite intelligence are such "general" truths as H'fhe truth is the whole" 
and "The Absolute is life," both of which are liberating rather than repres
sive truths, inaSl11Uch as they tacitly assert that absolute truth is possessed by 
no single individual. But this kind of certitude is dissolved in such a \vay as 
to pr01l1ote that other kind of certitude, moral self-certitude, which is 
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required for the living of an effectively '~free" life, the existential truth that 
everything is precisely as it ought to be, including one's desire regarding 
what "ought to be," which means that one is justified in affirming those 
desires as his right against the social whole as long as he has the will, the 
energy, and the means to do so. At the same time, it means that the will of 
the group, the collectivity's conception of tl:what ought to' be," which is 
usually identical with '\vhat is," is equally justified, so that the conflict of 
finite individualities on the ground of history cannot be prejudged as to its 
intellectual or llloraI worth prior to the conflict in which their claims to 
authority and the allegiance of the mass of men are finally arbitrated. In the 
end, then, it can be seen that Hegel's whole philosophy of history led from 
an original Metaphorical characterization of the world-process through a 
Metonynlical reduction and Synecdochic inflation of the process in \vhich its 
various possible modes of relationship are explicated, to an Ironic compre
hension of the ambiguity of the "meaning" of the process-until it came to 
rest, finally, in the more general Synecdochic identification of the whole 
process as a Dranla of essen tially COIDic significance. 

Thus, the TIlode of explanation of all historical events is itnnlediately 
Metonymical and Synecdochic, which justifies the characterization of any 
specific \vholc act of the Drama as a sequence of fornlal coherences governed 
by causal laws (thqugh the la\vs of causality invoked must be those of spirit, 
or freedom, rather than those of nature, or determinancy). Accordingly, the 
emplotnlent of any given segment of the whole process must be in the 
Tragic lllode, which is the mode in which the conflict between being and 
consciollsness is resolved as an elevation of consciousness itself to a higher 
awareness of its own nature and, simultaneously, of the nature of being, an 
epiphany of la\v. But the ideological inlplications of history so construed and 
so e111plotted relnain anlbiguol1s, because in a causal system there is neither 
right nor wrong, but siInply cause and effect, and in a forInal system there is 
neither better nor ,vorse, but simply the end of formal coherence and the 
nleans of realizing it. 

In this interplay of causes and effects and means and ends, however, the 
Ironic consciousness perceives the effects of which the whole interplay of 
these elements is a cause and the end of which it is the Ineans-that is to say, 
the progressive elevation of humanity itself through the attainlnent of higher 
forms of self-consciousness, the recognition of its differences from nature, 
and the progressive clarification of the end of fa tional enlightenment, libera
tion, and human integration which the process from past to present manifests 
as an undeniable trend. Thus, the whole series of Pathetic, Epic, and Tragic 
Dranlas contained in the historical record are sublated into a Drama of essen
tially COlllic significance, a hUlnan Comedy, a theodicy which is a justifica
tion not so much of the ways of God to man as of man's own ways to hilllself. 

Thus is suggested the essentially Comic issue, the ultimately integrative 
and reconciliatory condition, toward which the whole process is tending. The 
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aesthetic sense affirn1s this as the form that the historical process aSSUlnes in 
consciousness; the llloral sense confirllls it as what hUl11an self-certitude 
requires to be the case; and the intellectual sense, represented by reason, 
explicates the principles in virtue of which both the perception and the desire 
are rendered plausible. In the final analysis, the most that consciousness can 
extract froll1 reflection on history is only an aesthetic apprehension for which 
there are good Inoral and rational grounds. The la\vs that govern the whole, 
as ,veIl as the forn1 which the whole will finally take, can be specified by 
thought only in their 1110st general ternlS. 

The chalice of this realnl of spirits 
Foanls forth to God His o\vn Infinitude. 

But the 440wl of Minerva" takes its final flight only at the close of the cosmic 
day. U"ntil that bnle, thought can deliver itself of the truth of history only 
within finite provinces of n1eaning and in anticipation of the tin1e when the 
truth of the whole will be lived rather than silnply thought. 

~ The Plot of World History 

It should by now be a relatively sinlple I11atter to explicate the specific 
principles of explanation and enlplotlllent which Hegel utilized in his Philos
ophy of History proper. These are of interest in thenlselves, as the products 
of a profound and well-infoflned historical intelligence, the wit as well as 
the learning of which justify their study for thenlselves alone. But their real 
worth lies in the texture of the narrative as Hegel illul11inated a point here, 
addlunbrated a context there, thre\v in a speculative aside that later genera
tions would have to labor for years to earn, and generally don1inated the 
historical record vvith an arrogance that is justified only by its profundity. 
Yet, we can profitably linger on one or two points of the text, not only in 
order to clarify Hegel's views on the nature of historical explanation and 
representation in general, but also in order to denl0nstrate the consistency 
with which he applied his own explicit principles of historical analysis. 

It is a C0111nl0nplace that I-Iegel broke down the history of any given 
civilization and of civilization as a vvhole into four phases: the period of birth 
and original growth, that of 111aturity, that of '~old age," and that of dissolu
tion and death. 'rhus, for exan1plc, the history of ROBle is conceived to 
extend in its first phase from its foundation down to the Second Punic War; 
in its second phase from the Second Punic War to the consolidation of the 
Principatc by Caesar; in its third phase frOID this consolidation to the 
triumph of Christianity; and in its last phase from the third century A.D. to 
the fall of Byzantium. This rnovenlent through fOllr phases represents four 
levels of civilizational self-consciousness: the phases of the in itself, the for 
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itself, the in and for itself, and the by, in, and for itself. These phases can also 
be taken as marking out the elements of a Classical Drama, \vith its phases 
of pathos, agon, sparagmos, and anagnorisis, vvhich have their spatial coun
terparts in the consolidation and dissolution of the elen1ents of the ROlnan 
spirit: conflict with foreign foes, expansion outward in the creation of an 
eInpire, a turning back upon itself, and a dissolution \vhich prepared the 
ground for the advent of a new power, Germanic culture, for which Rome 
itself was a subject and victinl. 

It is noteworthy that these phases can be regarded as indicating existential 
relationships, as ways of explaining those relationships, as ways of represent
ing thenl, or as ways of sYInbolizing their "meaning" within the whole proc
ess of Ronlan historical developnlent. TIle important point is that, to Hegel, 
what ROB1e was at any given stage of its evolution was not considered to be 
reducible to what it did, to an effect of an exhaustive set of causes, to merely 
a formal coherence (that is, generic case), or to a self-enclosed totality of 
relationships. In other 'Nords, the identification of a historical state of affairs 
as constituting a phase, the explanation of \vhy it is what it is, the character
ization of its forInal attributes, and the relations which it sustains with other 
phases of the whole process are all conceived to have equal worth as ele
ments of the total characterization of both the phases and the whole process 
in which they appear. Of course, to those who regard Hegel as nothing but 
a practitioner of the a priori method of historical representation, all these 
ways of characterizing a phase in the history of a civilization appear as noth
ing but projections of the categories of the dialectic: the in itself (thesis), the 
for itself (antithesis), and the in and for itself (synthesis), followed by a 
negation of the synthesis, which itself inlplies a new thesis (which is nothing 
but a new in itself), and so on, \vithout end. 

It is true that one could effect such a conceptual reduction of Hegel's 
method of analysis, and in a 'Nay that might not have offended Hegel hiIn
self, since he regarded these categories as fundamental to both logic and 
ontology and as the key to the comprehension of any process, whether of 
being or of consciousness. 

But, in accordance \vith my way of characterizing his thought, in terms of 
the linguistic modes utilized in his characterizations, not only of the stages of 
being and logic, but also of history, I prefer to view these phases as concep
tualizations of different Bl0des of relationship in general as generated by 
Hegel's insight into the levels on \v-hich language, and therefore conscious
ness itself, had to operate. 

It will be remembered that Hegel characterized Rome as "the prose of 
life," as against the "prin1eval \vild poetry" of the East and ':'the harlTIOnious 
poetry" of the Greek \vay of life (Phil. of Hist., 288 [35oJ). This character
ization is reminiscent of Vico's distinction anlong the ages of gods, of 
heroes, and of Inen. The Romans lived not a "natural" but a "formal" way 
of life, which is to say a life of extrinsicality and of relationships mediated 
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by force and ritual, a severed life \vhich was held together only by the ll10St 

arduolls exertions in the practical spheres of politics, positive law, and war, 
but which left little energy or will to create either a high art or a high 
religion or philosophy, such as the Greeks created. In short, the R0111anS 

apprehended the world in the mode of MetonYlny (that is, in ternlS of con
tiguities) and strove for a c0111prehension of it in a purely Synecdochic 
systern of relationships. The Roman "reality" was nothing but a field of 
force, its ideality a world of forn1ally ordered relationships~in tilne (ancestor 
worship; possession of sons, \vives, and daughters as property by the p(lter~ 
farnilias; laws of inheritance, and so on) and in space (roads, arlnies, pro
consuls, walls, and so on). Ironically, it fell victinl to a world view and a 
spirit which apprehended both its reality and its ideal in precisely opposed 
ternlS. Christianity represents the denial of the efficacy of force for the 
conquest of both space and tilne and of the value of any merely fornlal 
rela tiol1ships. T'he Christian apprehends the world as one ternl of a Meta
phor, the other and d0111inant tenn of which, that by \vhich the world is given 
its 111caning and identity, is conceived to exist in another "vorId. And, far 
froD1 recognizing the claillls of a Metonynlical or Ironic c0111prehension of 
the world, the Christian strives for the transcendence of all the tensions 
bet\vecn the ideal and reality \vhich these very 11lodes of cOITlprehension 
i111ply. 

Once we have grasped the dynaI11ics of the systenl by which Hegel charac
tcrized a given phase of the world historical process, \ve can understand 1110re 

clearly in present~day terrns how he arrived at his notions of the origin and 
evolution of world history and \vhy he divided it into fonr rnajor periods. 
l'his division corresponds to the four Blodes of consciousness represented by 
the lTIodalities of tropological projection itself. For eXClll1ple, the condition 
of savagery can be likened to that stage in which hunlan consciousness lives 
in the apprehension of no essential difference between itself and the world of 
nature; in \vhich ellstonl dictates life without any recognition of the inner 
tensions that I1light be generated in society by the right of the individual to 
aspire to something other than what custorn dictates as a possible aspiration; 
in ignorance, sl1perstitution, and fear, without any sense of a specific goal for 
the folk as a totality; with no notion of history, but in an endless present; 
with no sense of any abstract notion that IT1ight generate religious (as against 
lllythic), artistic (as against craft), and philosophical (as against concrete) 
reflection; in a state of repression rather than of I11orality, which ilnplies 
the capacity to choose; and vvithol1t any law other than the rule of the 
strongest. 

l11e transition fronl savagery to the great civilizations of the Orient and 
Near. l~astJ the archaic cultures as they are called, can be likened to the 
awakening of consciousness to the possibility of Nletaphorical apprehension, 
which is itself inspired by the sense of difference bet\veen that \vith \vhich 
one is fan1iliar and that which is unfalniliar. Metaphor is the lnode of bridg~ 
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ing the gap between these two orders of apprehended reality, and in the 
civilizations of the ancient Orient are examples of what is essentially a 
Metaphorical mode of life and consciousness. The East, Hegel wrote, is 
"unreflected consciousness-substantial, objective, spiritual existence ... to 
which the subject will sustain a relation in the form of faith, confidence, 
obedience" (105). Thus, when Hegel likened the Orient to the period of 
childhood in history, he was suggesting-as Vico had earlier-that the mode 
of comprehending the world which emerges in that place at a certain tin1e is 
that of sinlple Metaphorical identification of the subject with the object. 

The transition from the childhood of history to its adolescence goes by 
vvay of CeI~tral Asia, where the individuality of the subject expressed itself 
in the "boisterousness" and "turbulence" of the tribes which arose there and 
which challenged the monolithic order ilnposed by the ruler on the subject, 
on the basis of a unity that is sensed to exist but does not yet have its basis 
in mutual self-consciousness (ibid., 106). The transition to the Greek world, 
the adolescent phase, proceeded from the apprehension of the isolation of 
the individual vvithin the Metaphorical identification of the unity to the 
affirmation of the ideal as individuality-that is, as self-contained cause
\vhich is to say, Metonymical reduction. As Hegel expressed it: "That which 
in the East is divided into two extremes-the substantial as such, and the 
individuality absorbed in it-meets here. But these distinct principles are 
only ilnnlediately in unity; and consequently involve the highest degree of 
contradiction" (1°7)' This is why, in Hegel's view, Greek civilization only 
appeared to be a concrete unity, why it blossomed very quickly, only to fade 
and die as quickly as it had arisen. It lacked the principle in virtue of which 
the very mode of conceiving the unity of part with whole was possible. Rome 
conceived this ITIode of relationship, which "vas that of Synecdoche, but only 
forn1ally, abstractly, as duty, power, or might. Its "seriousness" represented 
history's transition to manhood: "For true manhood acts neither in accord
ance with the caprice of a despot, nor in obedience to a graceful caprice of 
its own; but works for the general aim, one in which the individual perishes 
and realizes his o\vn priva te object only in that general aim" (ibid.). 

Th us far I have characterized the first three phases of a Classical T'ragic 
plot, vvith the first phase representing the pathos, or general state of feeling, 
\vhich opens the action; the second representing the agon, or conflict, which 
carries it forth; and the third representing the tearing apart of the subject, 
the sparagmos, which creates the conditions of the denouement and carries 
the action forward to a resolution (anagnorisis). The three phases of this 
Drama are no~, however, to be resolved in the mode of Tragedy, even 
though each phase describes a pattern of Tragic rise and fall. The phase of 
reconciliation (anagnorisis) into which the action is carried by the essential 
contradiction in ROlnan civilization and its spirit is marked, not by the 
epiphany of the iron lavv of fate or justice which Classical Greek Tragedy 
demanded as its resolution, but rather by the enclosure of what appears to 
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be such a law within the Christian (Comic) vision of the ultinlate liberation 
of man fr0111 his world and his ultin1ate reconciliation with God. The Tragic 
vision is annulled in the vision of the whole, which transcends the Irony 
implicit in the resolution of Classical Tragedy, in which, while something 
new is revealed to the consciousness, this something new is always set 
against the background of a still greater mystery, ,vhich is F'ate itself. 

Although the phase of history represented by the crystallization of a new 
civilization in Western Europe ITlight appear to be the entrance of humanity 
into its "old age," this conclusion would be justified only if the proper 
analogue of history were that of natural process. But, Hegel argued, history 
is, above all, "spirit," which nleans that in history, as against nature, "matur~ 
ity" is the kind of "strength" and Uunity" glimpsed in the C,hristian vision of 
the .tReconciliation" of the Creation with the Creator (109). The Tragic 
vision is thus transcended in the apprehension of the whole world process on 
the analogy, not of nature or Classical Tragedy or even Classical COlnedy 
(which only asserts the right of life against the vision of fate given in Trag~ 
edy), but of the Christian "Divine Conledy," in which, in the end, as in 
Dan te' s epic expression of its infornling idea, everything finally comes to 
rest in its appropriate place in the hierarchy of being. But the Christian 
vision is itself only a Metaphorical apprehension of the truth of the vvhole. 
Its articulation I1111st be carried out through the agon and sparagmos of its 
relationship ,vith the world, which carries Western civilization through the 
conflict of church and state in the lVliddle Ages and the conflict of the 
nations in the early modern period to that point at which the whole process 
of history is finally cOlllprehended in principle as the drama of the unification 
of l1lan with his own essence, which is to say freedolTI and reaSOD, and points 
to the tilne in which perfect freedolTI will be perfect reason and reason free
don1, the truth of the whole, which is the Absolute, which is, as Hegel said, 
nothing but life itself in the full cOlnprehension of what it is. 

1'his ll1eans that Hegel could "place" his own tirne within a perspective 
vvhich was ll1anifestly providentialist in nature but which, by his lights, Inade 
no appeal to naive faith or conventional belief, but rather had its grounds 
in both empirical evidence and the rational apprehension of what that evi
dence signifies. The Period of the Revolution represented for hinl the CUl111i

nation of an agonistic period in which the nations had fallen apart into 
their otherness, but carried within thelllselves the principles of their own 
inner coherence and intrinsic relationships with one another. These principles 
respresented, in the Synecdochically c01l1prehended forms in which Hegel 
arranged thenl as parts to the whole, the bases for belief in the ultinla te 
unification of the world in a new form of state, the form of which can be 
specified only conjecturally. America and Russia are envisioned as possibilities 
for the developI11ent of new kinds of states in the future, but historical knowl
edge and the philosophical cOIllprehension of it are forced to halt with the 
consideration of only that which has already occurred and that which is cur-



128 METAHISTORY 

rently the case. At 1110St, they can speak of possibilities of future development 
by logical extension of the trends already discerned in the whole process and 
can suggest the forll1s through vvhich future development must pass in the 
transition froIll the concrete enlbodinlent of the human spirit in the nation~ 
state to the vvorld-state vvhich their actualized integrations augur. 

That these for111s \vill possess, vie\ved from the context of a higher level of 
integration of consciousness and being, the sanle lllodal relationships as those 
through \vhich the individual phases of the whole historical process have 
passed and through which the whole historical process has passed across these 
phases, Hegel suggested IllUSt be the case since these fornls are the forms of 
consciousness itself. World history can be con1prehended only in snch terills, 
for these are the Dladalities of consciousness in its dimensions of intelligence, 
en1otiol1, and will. The internal dynan1ics of a single phase in the process 
figure the dynamics of the whole. 

For exanlple, the "plot" of Oriental history is itself analyzable into four 
phases. I--Iegel characterized its inauguration as a break vvith the purely 
organic processes of savage existence in vvhich the diffusion of language and 
the formation of the races occurred. Historical consciousness as such does 
not and cannot kno\\! this primitive existence. Man knows it only as lllyth 
and can (Hegel implied) c0111prehend it only in the n10de of myth-that is, 
intuitively, Metaphorically. However, once the union of man with nature, as 
ll1ediated by Inere custom, is broken, and consciousness falls out of mythic 
(or naively poetic) apprehensions of the \vorld into an apprehension of the 
distance bet\veen consciousness and its object (which is the presupposition of 
naive prosaic existence), history proper can be said to have begun, because 
historical developn1ent, as against prin1itive change and evolution, is possible 
only within the context of a sensed contradiction between consciousness and 
its object. HU111an conscioLlsness experiences this tension as a lack \vhich it 
tries to overconle by the illlposition of order, the four forms of which appear 
as the subphases of Oriental historical developn1ent: Chinese, Indian, Per
sian, and Egyptian successively. 

The succession of these fonf phases of Oriental civilization can itself be 
con1prehended both as a Tragic Dralna in four acts and as a process in which 
consciousness passes from merely Nletaphorical apprehension of its civiliza
tional projects, through l\1etonynlY and Synecdoche, to Ironic division and 
dissolution. The vvholc process is to be conceived, according to flegel, in its 
aspect as the achievenlent of order through the imposition of an arbitrary 
will on hUlllan n-laterials (Ill). China is thus characterized as a "theocratic 
despotisl1l" operating in the Dlode of (Metaphorical) identification of the 
(political) subject \vith the sovereign. No fannal distinction is 11lade in 
Chinese civilization betvveen the private and public spheres, between moral
ity and legality, bet\veen past and present, or bet\veen inner and outer 
worlds. The Chinese emperors clain1ed sovereignty over the world in princi
ple, though they \vere unable to exercise such. It is a \vorld of pure subjectiv-
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ity, though this subjectivity is concentrated, not in the individuals who 11lake 
up the Chinese enlpire, but in the '~SUpre111e head of the state," who alone 
is free (11 2-1 3 ) . 

But, I-Iegel said, in the "second rea1rn-the Indian realul-we see the unity 
of political organization ... broken up. 1'he several po\vers of society appear 
as dissevered and free in relation to each other." The castes are fixed, but "in 
view of the religious doctrine that established thenl, they were the aspect of 
naturclZ distinctions." 111ey exist in the mode of causally deternlined separa
tion~that is, lVletonynly~and in constant agonic tension, in contrast to the 
pathos vvhich forlnally united the ruler and the ruled, the subject and the 
object, in the Metaphorically oriented Chinese realm. Thus, too, in India, 
theocratic des/Jotisrn gave place to theocratic aristocracy, with a corresponding 
loss of order and direction. Since separation is presumed to inhere in the very 
na ture of the caSIllOS, there can be no order and conlnlon direction in the 
totality. The principle of this civilization ~'posits the harshest antithesis~the 
conception of the purely abstract unity of God, and of the purely sensual 
powers of nature. The connection of the two is only a constant change-a 
restless hurrying frolll one extren1e to the other-a wild chaos of fruitless 
variation, which lTIUst appear as madness to a duly regulated, intelligent con-

. "() SClousness. 11 3 
The principle in virtue of which this separation can be overconle and the 

unity of hUlllan being can be asserted on grounds lnore adequate to its trans
lation into social and political principles-that is, the (Synecdochic) appre
hension of the spiritual nature of all being-appeared in Persia, where, how
ever, this "spirit" was still envisaged in ternlS of its nlaterial analogue, pure 
light. Thus, Hegel wrote, 

China is quite peculiarly Oriental; India we might C0111pare with Greece; Persia 
on the other hand with Rome. [Ibid.] 

For, not only did the theocratic po\ver appear in Persia as 111onarchy, but 
the principle by appeal to which it exercised its rule, the spiritual principle, 
vvas n1ateriClUy construed and therefore possessed no 111eans by which to 
conceive its consciolls ideal, the rule by law, in ternlS which would actually 
pern1it the recognition of the dignity of the subject. Persia's unity was con
ceived in ternlS of the "beneficial sun" which shines equally on all, binding 
the parts into a "vhole in a purely extrinsic relationship which is, however, 
conceived and experienced by the subject as a beneficent one (114). As in 
any merely fornlal coherence in which the principle of the relation of part to 
whole is grasped as fundan1ental, the Persian Enlpire perlnitted the crystalli
zation and development of individual peoples, such as the Jews, in the mis
apprehension that such parts can be permitted to develop without fracturing 
or rupturing the putatively spiritual unity of the whole (ibid.). 

Tllat the development of the part in such a way as not to threaten the 
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unity of the whole at all is inlpossible, however, is shown by two facts: the 
rebellion of the Greeks of Ionia, who asserted the absolute worth of indi
viduality against a specious universality; and that of the Egyptians, who 
reasserted the claims of rnateriality against a specious spirituality. 

In Egypt, Hegel said, the "antitheses in their abstract form are broken 
through; a breakthrough which effects their nul1ification" (115). The Egyp
tians apprehended the world Ironically, as a schismatic condition in which 
the separation of spirit and matter is experienced as profound pain and 
anxiety_ Hence, Egyptian culture presented the aspect of the "most con
tradictory principles, which are not yet capable of harmonizing themselves, 
but, setting up the birth of this harmony as the problem to be solved," turn 
themselves into a "riddle" for thelTIselves and for others. This riddle was to 
be solved finally-and with its solution the principle for the transition to a 
new world was provided-in Greece. The solution to the "riddle" was, of 
course, the solution which Oedipus gave to the riddle of the Sphinx which 
he nlet at the convergence of the three roads on his way to Thebes. (220-

21) l'he riddle which the Egyptians could not solve was "man," but the 
fact that the solution 'A'as found, not in the Orient, but in the West (in the 
Oedipus myth, the Sphinx traveled to Greece), suggests that the gain made 
in h Ulnan consciousness by the Tragic rise and fall of one or another a 
hun1anity's incarnations in a specific culture is given, not to the culture itself, 
but to the culture which COInes after it, the culture which succeeds in solving 
the 'triddle" created by Ironic consciousness of the law in its o\vn constitu
tion. The characterization of the enigma of hUInan existence as a riddle is 
yet another way of indicating the essentially Comic nature of the whole 
historical quest. 

It is not necessary here to deal with the full articulation of the drama of 
human history which Hegel provided in the Philosophy of History_ The 
ilnportant point is that Hegel asked us to regard ourselves as actors in a dralna 
which, although its actual end is unknowable, displays the order and con
tinuity of a well-wrought play or a dialectical argument, and which therefore 
gives us good reasons for believing that the resolution of this drama not only 
will not be meaningless but will not even be Tragic. The Tragic vision is 
given its due as a means of illulninating a certain aspect of our existence and 
a certain phase of both the evolution of a specific culture and the evolution 
of civilization in general. But it is enclosed within the higher perspective of 
the Con1ic nature of the whole. So, too, the various modes in which we 
apprehend the world and con1prehend it in consciousness-the modes of 
Metaphor, Metonymy, and Synecdoche-are given their due as means to the 
attainlnent of that higher consciousness of the in1perfect and fragn1entary 
nature t>f any given cOll1prehension of the world which is Irony. 

Beyond this Ironic posture we cannot go in science, because, since we exist 
in history, \ve can never know the final truth about history_ We can glin1pse 
the form which that truth will take, however-its form as harmony, reaSOD, 
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freedonl, the unity of consciousness and being which is intuited in religion, 
J\1etaphorically inlaged in art, MetonYlllically characterized in science, 
Synecdochically c0l11prchenc1ed in philosophy, and, Ironically distanced and 
n1ade the object of greater efforts of comprehension in historical conscious
ness itself. r-rhe justification of these ever greater efforts at con1prehension, in 
the face of the Ironic awareness of their inevitable lin1itation, is provided by 
art itself, in the COinic vision of the chaos of f01"n1S which becollles a revel, a 
joyous affirlna tion of the whole. 

'The IllOVCll1ent froin perception of the world through religious, artistic, 
scientific, philosophical, and historical conlprehensions of it (each cOlnpre
hension taking the preceding one as siIllply an apprehension) reflects the 
essential 1110venlent of being in its actualization, and consciousness in its 
realization, in history: Historical consciousness in itself is born at the saIne 
tinle as a specifically historical mode of existence in the history of hunlanity. 
Fronl the Greeks to Hegel's own tinle this historical consciousness became 
ufor itself," separating out from other fOrlTIS of consciousness, and was used 
by individual historians for the production of the various kinds of "reflective" 
histories they actually VVTotC. The actual vvriting of history creates the occa
sion for a third kind of historical reflection-that is to say, reflection on the 
nature of historical consciollsness itself and on its relation to historical being 
-and pr0I11otes what are effectively the preconditions for a higher kind of 
consciollsness in general vvithin religious, artistic, scientific, and philosophical 
consciousness alike. 

Religion, art, science, and philosophy then1selves reflect the different 
stages in a given civilization's (and in consciousness-in-generars) closure with 
its object (which, in the case of consciousness in general, is pure being). 
These can be used to characterize the quality of a culture's apprehension 
and cOIl1prehension of itself and its world as they develop in tiB1C in the 
n10dalities of the in-, £or-, in-and-for, and in-for-and-by itself, which in turn 
provide the Blodes of characterizing the four stages through which an civili
zations pass froIll birth to death. But the apprehension of the nature of these 
four stages by philosophical history, of the sort proposed by Hegel in his 
vvork, reflects the rise of a yet higher order of consciousness \vhich provides 
the ground for transcending the "Ironic" nature of consciousness' relation 
to being in general as well as of civilization's relationship vvith its various 
incarnations in world history. tThis new B10de of consciousness represents the 
rise to consciousness of the Conlic vision of the world process, which now 
not only asserts the prinlacy of life over death in the face of any given Tragic 
situation, but also knows the reasons for that assertion. 
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C'hapfer 

~ Introduction 

3 MICHELET: HISTORICAL REALISM 

AS ROMANCE 

Hegel, the critic of every historian that preceded him, was the historical con
science of the age that followed hinl. No one came near to achieving the 
insight and depth of his inquiry into the problem of historical consciousness, 
not even Croce, the philosopher who reselnbled hilll most in temperament 
and breadth of interests. But, then, few historical thinkers desired to pene
trate to the interior of their own preconceptions about history and the kind 
of knowledge to be derived fron1 its study. Those who studied history as a 
profession were too busy writing history to inquire very closely into the 
theoretical bases of their activity. The justification of historical knowledge 
which Hegel had sought to provide secnlcd both unnecessary and unneces~ 
sarily prolix. The study of history was professionalized during the very years 
that Hegel pondered the problenl of its theoretical justification as a special 
£ornl of consciousness and tried to define its relationship to art, science, 
philosophy, and religious sensibility. And this transformation of history fronl 
a general area of study, cultivated by amateurs, dilettantes, and antiquarians, 
into a professional discipline seelned sufficient justification for tIle severance 
of historiography from the endless speculations of the "philosophers of his
tory." 
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Chairs of history were founded at the University of Berlin in 1810 and at 
the Sorbonne in 1812. Societies for the editing and publication of historical 
dOCuHlcnts ,vere established soon after: the society for the Monunlenta 
Gerlnaniae Historica in 1819, the Ecole des Chartes in 1821. Governnlent 
subsidies of these societies-inspired by the nationalist sympathies of the tinle 
-\vere forthcoI11ing in due course, in the 183os. After mid-century, the great 
national journals of historical studies were set up: the Historische Zeitschrift 
in 1859, the Revue historique in 1876, the Rivista storica italiana in 1884, and 
the English Historical Review in 1886. The profession becalne progressively 
acadenlicized. 'rhe professorate forI11ed a clerisy for the prolnotion and 
cultivation of a socially responsible historiography; it trained and licensed 
apprentices, lllaintaincd standards of excellence, ran the organs of intrapro
fessional con1ll1unication, and in general enjoyed a privileged place in the 
humanistic and social scientific sectors of the universities. In this discipliniza
tion of the field of history, England lagged behind the Continental nations. 
Oxford established the Regius Professorship of History, first held by Stubbs, 
only in 1866; Calnbridge followed thereafter, in 1869. But English under
graduates could not specialize in historical studies as a distinct field until 
1875. 

Yet, if historical studies ,,,ere professionalized during this period, the theo-
retical basis of its c1isciplinization renlained unclear. The transfornlation of 
historical thinking from an alnateur activity into a professional one was not 
attended by the sort of conceptual revolution that has accolnpanied such 
transformations of other fields, such as physics, chemistry, and biology. 
Instrnction in the "historical nlethod" consisted essentially of an injunction 
to use the Inost refined philological techniques for the criticisnl of historical 
docunlents, cOlnbined with a set of staten1ents about what the historian 
ought not to attenlpt on the basis of the documents thus criticized. For 
exaillple, it soon becanle a cliche that history was not a branch of Iuetaphysics 
or religion, the Inixtllres of \vhich \vith historical kno\vledge were what caused 
the "fall" of historical consciollsness into the heresies of '~philosophy of his
tory." Instead, it ,vas Inaintained, history was to be viewed as a cOlnbination 
of "science" and "art." But the 111eanings of the terI11S "science" and "art" 
were unclear. To be sure, it \vas clear that the historian should try to be 
"scientific" in his investigation of the docUlnents and in his efforts to deter
TIline "what actually happened" in the past, and that he ought to represent 
the past "artistically" to his readers. But it was generally agreed that history 
\vas not a "rigorous" science (a law-using or a law-discovering discipline), in 
the \,ray that physics and chemistry were. That is to say, history was not a 
Positivist science, and the historian should remain content with a Baconian, 
enlpirical and inc1uctivist, conception of the scientist's task, which meant that 
historiography should remain a pre-Newtonian science. And the saIne was 
said with respect to the 4'artistic" C0I11pOnent in historical representation. 
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'rhough an art, historical writing \vas not to he regarded as vvhat \vas called 
at the beginning of the nineteenth century a "free art" -that is; a creative art 
of the sort that the ROlllantic poets and novelists cultivated. As an art forrn, 
historical vvriting ll1ight be "lively" and stimulating, even "entertaining," so 
long as the artist-historian did not presume to utilize anything other than 
the techniques and devices of traditional storytelling. As the prefatory note 
of the first issue of the English Historical Review (EHR) put it: "So far froln 
holding that true history is dull, \ve believe that dull history is usually bad 
history, and shall value those contributors nlost highly who can present their 
researches in a lucid and effective forn1." 

The general idea was that, given the breach which had opened up between 
the '\igorous" (Positivist) sciences and the "free" (Rornantic) arts during 
the first half of the nineteenth century, history might legitin1ately clailll to 
occupy a neutral 111iddle ground on the basis of which the "two cultures" 
ll1igh t be brollgh t together and reunited in COlll111on service to the goals of 
civilized society. As the EHR's prefatory note put it: 

\Ve believe that history, in an even greater degree than its votaries have as yet 
generally recognized, is the central study an10ng hunlan studies, capable of illullli
nating and enriching all the rest. [Stern, Varieties, 177] 

But, in order to achieve this goal of il1uITlination and enrichn1ent, history had 
to be cultivated in a spirit beyond party interests and confessional allegiances. 
This 111eant that historical researches and generalizations had to be kept 
within the bounds of an essential 11loc1esty, skirting the dangers of narro\vness 
on one side and of vagueness on the other. As the EHR pointed out, two 
views of history's function prevailed by 11lid-century: one, that it \vas 111erely 
another forrn of political c0111111entary, and, another, that it was C0111mentary 
on everything that had ever happened in hUI11an tin1e. '[he EIJR proposed 
to avoid both extrelnes by encouraging contributions fronl "students of each 
special departnlcnf' (175) of historical studies and, above all, "refusing con
tributions which argue ... questions with reference to present controversy" 

(176) . 
In this proposal the EHR follo\ved the line indi~ated by the Revue his

torique-that is, "to avoid contell1porary controversies, to treat the subjects 
• • 0 with the TIlethodological rigidity and absence of partisanship ,vhich 
science delnands, and not to seek argunlents for or against doctrines which 
are only indirectly involved" (173). But this appeal to 111ethodological 
"rigidity" and nonpartisanship was Blade in the absence of any but the 
IDost general notions of what they Inight consist of. Actually, the aim was, 
as the preface to the first issue of the Historische Zeitschrift lllade quite clear, 
to remove historical study from the uses to which it was being put by Radicals 
and Reactionaries on the political scene, and to serve~by the discipliniza tion 
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of historical studies-the interests and values of the new social orders and 
classes which had callle to power after the Revolutionary Age. 

The Historische Zeitschrift insisted that it would be a "scientific" peri
odical, the ainl of \vhich was to "represent the true method of historical 
research and to point out the deviations therefrom." Still, it also insisted that 
its interests were not to be conceived as narrowly antiquarian nor as inti-
111ately political. "It is not our aim," the Preface to its first issue read, "to 
discuss unresolved questions of current politics, nor to conlmit ourselves to 
one particular political party." It did not seem "contradictory," however, to 
rule out as legitinlate approaches to historical study the points of view repre
sented by "feudalism, which imposes lifeless elements on the progressive life; 
radicalisnl, which substitutes subjective arbitrariness for organic development; 
[and] ultran1ontanis111, which subjects the national spiritual evolution to the 
authority of an extraneous Church." (171-72) All of this Ineant that the pro
fessionalization of historical studies did have specific political ilnplications 
and that the "theory" on which its scientization was ultin1ately based was 
nothing other than the ideology of the middle sectors of the social spectrum, 
represented by Conservatives on the one hand and Liberals on the other. 

As a matter of fact, in both France and Gerlnany the academic fortunes 
of leftwing historians and philosophers of history waxed and waned with the 
fortunes of Radicalism itself. 1nis n1eant that they lnostly waned. In 1818, 
both Victor Cousin and Guizot were fired from the Sorbonne for teach
ing "ideas" rather than "facts" (Liard, II, 157-59). Feuerbach and D. F. 
Strauss \vere denied careers in the German academy for their "radical" ideas. 
In 1850, freedom of instruction was rescinded in the French universities in 
the interests of protecting "society" from the threat of "atheisll1 and social
isn1" (234), Michelet and Quinet and the Polish poet Mickiewicz \vere 
fired, Hdangerolls books" were proscribed, and historians \vere specifically pro
hibited froll1 departing fron1 the chronological order in the presentation of 
their Inaterials (246). And this tinle Cousin and Thiers, themselves formerly 
victiITIS of political discrinlina tion, supported the repressive actions (234). 
Small wonder that the poet-revolutionary Heine reserved SOlne of his sharpest 
barbs for professional historians and the cultivators of academic h u111anism. 

Writing in exile in Paris, Heine lashed out at the professorate, which hid 
its support of repressive regin1es behind the mask of objectivity and the dis
interested study of the past, and thus opened an offensive against academic 
scholarship which would be continued by Marx and Nietzsche, from the Left 
and Right respectively, and which would culminate in the last decade of the 
century in a full-scale revolt among both artists and social scientists against 
the burden of historical consciousness in generaL 

Zu fragmentarisch ist Welt und Leben! 
Ieh will l1lich ZUlli deutsehen Professor begeben. 
Der \veiss das Leben zusammenzusetzen, 
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Stopft er die Liicken des Weltenbaus. [Stossinger ed., 116] 

rrhe philosophers of history, the philosophers of nature, the Goethe-aesthetes, 
and the '(wiseacres" of the Historical School were all engaged, Heine main
tained, in a conspiracy to dalnpen Uthe three day fever for freedom in the 
Gernlan people." The historians especially were "creepers and intriguers" 
(Ranken cllld f{iinJ?en) (98), who cultivated a "convenient soothing fatal-
ism" as an antidote to political concern. ~~ot even the Romantic poets were 
exempted from the charge. While the historians deflected consciousness to a 
consideration of the past, the poets projected it into an indefinite future, 
turning the present into nothing lTIOrC than a vague anticipation of what 
lnight have been or nlight yet be, but in either case suggesting that living 
n1en were not ends in theulselves but rather only the rneans for attaining a 
dilnly perceived "liumanitat." t~either "scientific" history nor "aesthetic" 
poetry, Heine said, 

harmonizes fully with our own vivid sense of life. On the one hand, we do not 
wish to be inspired uselessly and stake the best we possess on a futile past. On the 
other hand, we also delnand that the living present be valued as it deserves, and 
not merely serve as a nleans to SOIne distant end. As a nlatter of fact, we consider 
ourselves lllore irnportant than nlerely 11leans to an end. We believe that means 
and ends are only conventional concepts, which brooding man has read into 
nature and history, and of which the Creator knows nothing. For every creation 
is self-purposed, and every event is self-conditioned, and everything~· the whole 
world itself--is here, in its own right. [Ewen ed., 810] 

And he concluded with a challenge to both the antiseptic concepts of history 
cultivated by the professional historians on the one hand and the hospital 
philosophy of the I{omantic poets on the other: 

Life is neither means nor end. Life is a right. Life desires to validate this right 
against the claims of petrifying death, against the past. This justification of life is 
Revolution. The elegaic indifference of historians and poets nlust not paralyze our 
energies when we are engaged in this enterprise. Nor D1Ust the romantic visions of 
those who promise us happiness in the future seduce us into sacrificing the inter
ests of the present, the immediate struggle for the rights of man, the right to life 
itself. [809~lO] 

In his juxtaposition of the rights of life against the claitns of the dead past 
and the future yet unborn, Heine anticipated Nietzsche's attack, in the 
1870s, on all fornls of academic historiography, an attack which threatened to 
beCOlne a cliche in the literature of the 1880s (Ibsen), the 18905 (Gide, 
Mann), and the early 1900S (Valery, Proust, Joyce, D. H. Lawrence) .. 
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~ The Classics of Nineteenth-Century Historiography 

Yet the period between 1821 (the year of Wilhelm von Humboldt's "On 
the Historian's Task") and 1868 (the year of Droysen's Historik) produced 
the works which still serve as the I110dels of modern historical accomplish
ment, for professionals and amateurs alike. A simple chronological listing of 
the works of four undisputed 111asters of nineteenth-century historiography 
will suffice to indicate both the scope and the profundity of this effort to COln
prehend the past in \vays that illulninated contemporary problems. The 
masters in question are J nles Michelet (1798-1877), the presiding genius of 
the ROlnantic School of historiography; Leopold von Ranke (1795-1886), 
the founder of the Historical School, the historist par excellence, and the 
paradigm of academic historiography; Alexis de rrocqueville (1806-59), the 
virtual founder of social history and the prototype of the modern historical 
sociologists, Enlile Dl1rkheinl and Max Weber; and, finally, Jacob Burckhardt 
(1818-97), the archetypal cultural historian, cultivator of an aesthetic his
toriography and exponent of the Impressionistic style of historical representa
tion. The \vorks in question are: 

1824, Ranke, Histories of the Latin and Germanic Peoples 
1827, 1\1ichelet, translation of \lico's The New Science 
1828, 1Vlichelet, Precis of Modern History 
1829, Ranke, History of the Serbian Revolution 
1831, ~Iichelet, Introduction to Universal History 
1833-44, Michelet, History of France, 6 vollunes on the Middle Ages 
1834-36, Ranke, History of the Popes 
1835~40' Tocqueville, Denl0cracy in Anlerica 
1839-47, Ranke, Gerlnan History in the Age of the Reforrnation 
1846, ~1ichelct, The People 
1847, Ranke, Nine Boohs of Prussian History 
1847-53, Michelet, History of the French Revolution 
1852-61, Ranke, History of France in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth 

Centuries 
1853, Burckhardt, The Age of Constantine the Great 
1856, Tocql1eville, The Old Regin1e and the Revolution 
1859-68, Ranke, JIistory of England in the Seventeenth Century 
1860, Burckhardt, Civilization of the Renaissance in I taZy 
1872-73:. Michelet, History of the Nineteenth Century 
The "vorks of a host of other historians, almost as distinguished, might be 

added to this list: those of the great Classical historians Grote, Droysen, 
MOll1msen, and Fustel de Coulanges; of the Jv1edievalists Stubbs and Mait
land; of the nationalists Sybel and Treitschke; of the so-called doctrinaires 
Thierry and Guizot; or of the philosophers of history, COlnte, Spencer, 
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Buckle, Gobineau, Hegel, Feuerbach, Marx and Engels, Nietzsche, and 
l'aine. But none of these, except possibly those listed anlong the philosophers 
of history, can clainl the authority and prestige of the four Blasters, Michelet, 
Ranke, l-'ocqucvillc, and Burckhardt. For, \rvhile the others created vvhole 
fields of study and can be seen as representing different fashions in nine
teenth-century historical thinking, only these fOllI=Michelet, l~anke, Tocque
ville, and Burckhardt~stil1 serve as paradignls of a distinctively ITIodern 
historical consciousness. lVlichelet, Ranke, Tocqueville, and Burckhardt 
represent not: only original achicvenlents in the '''riting of history but also 
alternative rnodels of ,vhat a "realistic" historiography 11light be. 

~~~ IIistoriogralJhy against l)hilosophy of History 

In his PhilosO/Jhy of History, Hegel atternpted to provide theoretical justifica
tion for a type of historical reflection that he regarded as unique to the 111od
ern age. What he called UOriginal history" had existed froD1 the tin1e of the 
Greeks. l~ach of the four species of I{efiective history that had appeared in the 
developl11ent of historical thinking since the Greeks, had represented a 
higher forIn of historical self-consciousness. Philosophy of history itself, as 
Hegel conceived it, was nothing but the explication of the principles under
lying "Reflective history" and their systc1l1atic application to the problenl of 
writing universal history in a higher, ITlore self-consciously "Reflective" Blan
nero He did not suggest that historians thenlselves attenlpt to \vrite such 
universal history, but insisted that they leave its conlposition to the philoso
phers, because the philosophers alone were capable of con1prehending what 
,vas inlplicd in the achievernent of reflective historiography, of raising its 
epistenlological, aesthetic, and ethical principles to consciousness, and then 
of applying thenl to the problem of the history of hU111anity in general. 

This way of distinguishing between historiography and philosophy of his
tory was not generally understood or, ,vhen it was understood, granted, by 
the historians of the nineteenth century. For most of theIn, "philosophy of 
history'? represented the effort to write history on the basis of philosophical 
preconceptions which required the bending of the evidence to the schelna 
arrived at by a prioristic reasoning. 1 1he "historical method" ~as the classic 
historiographers of the nineteenth century understood the terrn~consisted 
of a willingness to go to the archives without any preconceptions \vhatsoever, 
to study the dOCu111ents found there, and then to write a story about the 
events attested by the docUDlents in such a way as to lnake the story itself 
the explanation of "what had happened" in the past. The idea was to let the 
explanation enlerge naturally from the dOCtllnents thelTIselvcs, and then to 
figure its nleaning in story form. 
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The notion that the historian himself en1plotted the events found in the 
doculnents was only vaguely glimpsed by thinkers sensitive to the poetic 
element in every effort at narrative description-by a historian like J. G. 
Droysen, for example, and by philosophers like Hegel and Nietzsche, but by 
few others. To have suggested that the historian enlplotted his stories would 
have offended lTIOst nineteenth-century historians. That different "points of 
view" Blight be brought to bear upon the past was not denied, but these 
"pain ts of view" were regarded more as biases to be suppressed than as poetic 
perspectives that Inight illunlinate as much as they obscured. The idea was to 
t'tell the story" about "what had happened" without significant conceptual 
residue or ideological prefornlation of the Inaterials. If the story 'were rightly 
told, the explanation of what had happened would figure itself forth from 
the narrative, in the sanle way that the structure of a landscape would 
be figured by a properly drawn map. 

A history ll1ight have an explanatory component, like the "legend" of a 
map, but this component had to be relegated to a place on the periphery of 
the narrative itself, in the same way that the legend of the map was. The 
"legend" of a history was to be put in a special box, as it were, contained in 
the "general remarks" with which one prefaced one's histories or concluded 
thenl. The true explanation lay in the telling of a story that \vas as accurate 
in its details as it was cOlnpelling in its meaning. But accuracy in the details 
was often confused with the truth of the meaning of the story. It was not 
seen that the llleaning of the story was given by the mode of emplotment 
chosen to rnake of the story told a story of a particular kind. It was not 
understood that the choice of a mode of emplotnlent itself reflected commit
ment to a philosophy of history, and that Hegel had been pointing this out 
in his discussion of history as a forIn of literary art in his Aesthetics. 

What, then, was the difference between "history" and "philosophy of his
tory"? The four l1laster historians of the nineteenth century gave different 
answers to this question, but all agreed that a true history should be written 
without preconceptions, objectively, out of an interest in the facts of the past 
for themselves alone, and with no aprioristic inclination to fashion the facts 
into a formal systenl. Yet, the n10st striking attribute of the histories written 
by these Inasters was their formal coherence, their conceptual domination of 
the historical field. Of the four, Burckhardt managed best to convey the 
impression of one who simply let the facts "speak for themselves" and kept 
the conceptual principles of his narratives most completely buried in the 
texture of his works. But even Burckhardt's impressionistic histories have a 
fornla1 coherence of their own, the coherence of 44Satire," the form in which 
the hypersensitive soul figures the folly of the world. 

With the exception of Tocqueville, none of these historians thrust the 
formal explanatory argument into the foreground of the narrative. One 
has to extract the principles being appealed to by drawing implications from 
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'what is said in the story line of the histories they wrote. l'his nleans, how
ever, that the vveight of explanatory effect is thrown upon the Inode of 
enlplotnlcnt. And, in fact, that "historisln" of which Michelet, Ranke, 'foc
queville, and Burckhardt are now recognized to have been equally represen
tative can be characterized in one way as sinlply the substitution of enlplot-
111ent for argulTlent as an explanatory strategy. When, in the ll1anner of 
Ranke, they purported to be sinlply atelling what actually happened" and 
to be explaining the past by telling its "story," they were all explicitly 
elnbracing the conception of explanation by description but were actually 
practicing the art of explanation by emplotmen t. ]~ach told a different kind 
of story~Ronlance, Conledy, T'ragedy, or Satire~or at least presupposed one 
or another of these story forlllS as the general franlevvork for the segnlent of 
history that he was depicting in detail. '[he "philosophies of history" that 
they represented Blust be characterized, then, not only in ternlS of the fornlal 
explanatory strategies they enlbraced, but also in ternlS of the modes of 
enlplotnlent they chose for franling or infornling the story they told. 

But even 11lore ilnportant than the lllode of enlplotlnent they chose to give 
the form to the stories they told is the lTIode of consciousness in which they 
prefigured the historical field as a cl0I11ain, the posture they assll111cd before 
this structure, and the linguistic protocol in which they characterized it. The 
fonf lllaster historians of the nineteenth century represent different solutions 
to the problenl of how to write history, having chosen the Blodes of Ronlance, 
COlnedy, 1-Yragedy, and Satire to elnplot it. But they aSSllIlled different ideo~ 
logical postures before the historical field-Anarchist, Conservative, Liberal, 
and Iteactionary respectively. None of thenl was a Radical. The linguistic 
protocols in \vhich they prefigured this field were siluilarly diverse: l\Jleta
phorical, Synecdochic, MetonYlnical, and Ironic. 

~ T{omantic Historiography as ~'Realist1l" in the Metaphorical Mode 

In the introduction to Illy chapter on eighteenth-century historical thought, 
I suggested that the "realislu" of its nineteenth-century counterpart con
sisted prilnarily in the a tteIl1pt to justify belief in progress and optinlisnl 
while avoiding the Irony into which the philosophes had been driven. 
R0l11antic historiography, I now suggest, represents a return to the ~1eta

phorical lllode for the characterization of the historical field and its processes, 
but without the adoption of the Organicist explanatory strategy \vith vvhich 
Herder had burdened it. 'The R0111antics repudiated all forInal systems of 
explanation and tried to gain an explanatory effect by utilizing the Meta
phorical lllode to describe the historical field and the mythos of Romance to 
represen tits processes. 
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~ The Historical Field as a Chaos of Being 

This repudiation of all for11lal systems of explanation should not be taken 
at face value, however, for most of the ROlnantics presupposed a theory of 
kno\vledge adequate to their characterization of the historical field as what 
Carlyle called a "Chaos of Being," with respect to which the historian could 
aSSU111e a posture as both observer and agent of its processes. In such 
Romantics as Constant, Novalis, and Carlyle, to take three exaluples, this 
"Chaos of Being" notion of history inspired three distinct a tti tudes, each of 
vvhich iIl1plied a different notion of the historian's task. Constant's position 
represents a l{oillantic variant on the Ironic viewpoint inherited froill the 
late eighteenth century, but Inade 1110re Nihilistic by the color of his response 
to the events of the F,evolution and the Reaction. One of his characteriza
tions of the historical vvorld may be taken as representative of the feeling of 
apprehension \vhich the historical thinking of his age was meant to transcend. 
In a passage vvhich appears in the essay "On Religion," Constant wrote: 

Man, victor of the fights he has engaged in, looks at a vvorld depopulated by 
protective po\vers, and is astonished at his victory .... His inlagination, idle now 
and solitary, turns upon itself. I-Ie finds himself alone on an earth which may 
s\vallo\v hinl up. On this earth the generations follo\v each other, transitory, 
fortuitous, isolated; they appear, they suffer, they die .... No voice of the races 
that are no I110re is prolonged into the life of the races still living, and the voice 
of the living races must soon be engulfed by the sanle eternal silence. \Vhat shall 
nlan do, \vithout nlenlory, vvithout hope, between the past which abandons him 
and the future which is closed before hinl? His invocations are no longer heard, 
his prayers receive no answer. He has spurned all the supports with which his 
predecessors had surrounded hinl; he is reduced to his own forces. [Quoted in 
Poulct, Studies, 212J 

The passage is 11lanifestly Ironic. Its essential Irony is signaled by the 
opening sentence, in which a seemingly "victorious" hlunanity is depicted as 
being "astonished" by the attainnlent of that for which it had long and at last 
successfully struggled. This victory, ho,vever, has been turned back upon 
ll1an hiIllself, for novv Inan "finds hilllself alone," occupant of a world "which 
111ay swallow him up." The threat to which 111en now stand exposed is identi
fied by Constant as arising froll1 the discovery of the nleaninglessness of 
history, apprehension of the senseless sllccession of the generations, which 
"£ollo\v each other, transitory, fortuitous, isolated; they appear, they suffer, 
they die." Nothing consoling can be adduced frolll reflection on the rela
tions between the generations: the "voices" of past generations provide no 
aid or counsel for the living; and the living must face a -vvorld in which they, 
too, will soon be consunled and relegated to "the same eternal silence." 
Living men are thus placed between a "past" which "abandons" thenl and 
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a "future" which is '~closec1"; they are forced to live tlwithout rnenlory, with
out hope." All the cllstoD1ary "supports" of C0111111Unal life have disintegrated, 
and Inan is reduced "to his own forces"; but these forces, the passage clearly 
inlplics, are inadequate to the prosecution of the tasks which all previolls 
societies and civilizations set for thelTIselves. HUI11an consciousness is thus 
depicted as inadequate to both the c0l11prehension of reality and the exercise 
of any effective control over it. Men are awash in a historical sea B10re 
threatening than that natural world which primitive savages confronted in 
their ignorance and debility at the dawn of hU111an ti:cnc. 

It \vas precisely this Ironic posture before history \vhich the dOlninant 
philosophical systeI11S of the early nineteenth century \vere meant to over
conle and to supplant with a theoretically Blore justified conception of lTlan'S 

abilities to control his o\vn destiny and to give meaning and direction to 
history. 1-

f

hc 111etaphysical tendencies of the age, reflected in the great sys
tenlS of Idealis111, Positivis111, and I{0I11anticislTI, sought to dissolve the kind 
of Ironic stance which thinkers like Constant, in their despair, had taken to 
be the sole forlTl that ~trealisnl" could take in the post-Revolutionary Age. 

1'he Ronlan tic response to this mood of (lngoisse took t\VO £orn1s, one 
predolllinantly religious, the other aesthetic. An exalTIple of the religious 
response is r~ oval is, who, in the face of the skepticisrn and nihilisIll of the 
late Enlighten111ent and il11rnediate post-Revolutionary period, silllply 
affirmed~in rnnch the sanle way that Herder had done~the redcnlptive 
nature of the historical process itself. For the doglnatis111 of the utter skeptic, 
r~ovalis substituted the c1ognlatisl11 of the fidcist. In "Christendo1l1 or l~l1r

ope," he stated that the anxiety of his age stenlll1ed rrOn1 its failure to recog
nize the inadequacy of any purely secular, or purely hUI11an, solution to social 
problenls: 

Let the true beholder contenlplate cahnly and dispassionately the new state
toppling era .... All your props are too \veak if your state retains its tendency 
towards the earth. But link it by a higher yearning to the heights of heaven, give 
it a relevancy to the universe, and you \vill have in it a never wearying spring, and 
you will see your efforts richly revv'arded. [56] 

l~ovalis hoped for a new forn1 of Christianity, neither Catholic nor Protes
tant, but COsl11opolitan and unifying. And he believed that a justification for 
his hope was to be found in the study of history. "1 refer you to history," he 
said. "Search anlid its instructive coherency for parallel points of tiule and 
learn to use the rnagic wand of analogy" ( ibid. ). 111 us could Ulan at last 
discover the spirit of the C,hristian word and get beyond the endless substitu
tion of one t4Ietter'~ for another. "Shall the letter make way for the letter?" 
he asked. "Are you seeking the seed gernl of deterioration in the old order 
too, in the old spirit? And do you inlagine yourselves on a better tack toward 
the understanding of a better spirit?" (ibid.). Salvation, Navalis insisted, lay 
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neither in a sentinlental return to the old order nor in a doctrinaire adher
ence to the "letter" of a new one, but rather in a faith which took the 
"spirit" of history itself as a model. 

o would that the spirit of spirits filled you and you would desist from this foolish 
effort to mold history and mankind and to give it your direction! Is it not inde
pendent, not self-empowered, as wen as infinitely lovable and prophetic? To study 
it, to follow after it, to learn from it, to keep step with it, to follow in faith its 
promises and hints-of these no one thinks. [Ibid.] 

Navalis's ideas are as i'n1ythical" as those of Constant, which is to say that 
they represent a mood, a state of soul, that has been elevated to the status of 
a truth. The historical Inysticism of the one stands in direct contrast to the 
historical pyrrhonism of the other, but they are equally dogmatic. TIle latter 
proposed to solve the problem of life by affirnling the lueaninglessness of his
tory, the former by asserting that the only meaning life can have must come 
from uncritical faith in history's power to provide its o\vn n1eaning and the 
belief that men must "follow" history in the same way that they had, in the 
past, follo\ved religion. T1he same condition that Constant experienced as a 
nightmare, Navalis apprehended as the Inaterial for a dream of deliverance. 

It should be noted, ho\vever, that the two positions thus outlined would 
generate the same kind of historiography. In both cases the individual event 
would take on a value which it could not claim in a historiography governed 
by some critical standard in which the historian was asked to distinguish 
between the insignificant and significant events in the historical record. For 
Constant, every event was equally insignificant as a contribution to nlan's 
quest for meaning; for Navalis, all events were equally significant as contri
butions to man's self-knowledge and discovery of the meaningfulness of 
h Ulnan life. 

A sinlilarly aestheticist, but ethically I1l0re responsible, fornl of Romanti
cism appeared in Carlyle's essay on Boswell's Life of Johnson. Here Carlyle 
defined the purpose of history as the atten1pt to revoke ~~the Edict of Destiny, 
so that Time shall not utterly, not so soon by several centuries have dominion 
over us." The historian's purpose, in Carlyle's vie\v, was to transmute the 
voices of the great men of the past into admonitions of, and inspirations for, 
the living. In great historical writing, he said, "they who are gone are still 
here; though hidderi they are revealed; though dead they yet speak." Here the 
historian's task is conceived as palingenesis, the pious reconstruction of the 
past in its integrity, the spirit of which has continued to dOl1linate nostalgic 
historiography down to the present. It is inspired by the feeling that C. B. 
Niebuhr expressed \vhen he wrote: "There -is one thing which gives happi
ness-to restore forgotten and overlooked greatness to a position where it 
can be recognized. He to \vhorn fortune grants this enters into a relation of 
the heart \vith spirits long departed, and he feels himself blessed, when 
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similarity of deeds and sen tinien ts unites with the feeling of theIn, that feel
ing with which he loves a great ITlan as a friend" (quoted in Neff, Poetry of 
Hist., 104-5). 

But Carlyle's conception of history, like his conception of philosophy, was 
more activist than contemplative, ethically nlore vigorous and assertive, and, 
surprisingly, ll10re resistant to nostalgic self-indulgence than the historical 
philosophies of the early ROlnantics. In the essay "On History" he argued 
that 

it is not in acted, as it is in written History: actual events are nowise so simply 
related to each other as parent and offspring are; every single event is the offspring 
not of one, but of all other events, prior or contenlporaneolls, and it will in its 
turn combine with others to give birth to new: it is an ever-living, ever-working 
Chaos of Being, wherein shape after shape bodies itself forth from innulllerable 
elernents. [59-60] 

This "Chaos of Being" ~Carlyle said in his essay ~'On Biography" ~lnust be 
faced by the historian in a spirit which he characterized as both scientific and 
poetic: 

Scientific: because every mortal has a Problem of Existence set before him, which, 
were it only, what for the lTIOst part it is, the ProblelTI of keeping soul and body 
together, mllst be to a certain extent original, unlike every other; and yet, at the 
sanle tilne, so like every other; like our own therefore; instructive, moreover, since 
we also are indentured to live. j\ Poetic interest still Dlore: for precisely this same 
struggle of hunlan Free-will against material Necessity, which every man's Life, 
by the n1ere circumstance that the rnan continues alive, will more or less victori
ously exhibit-is that vvhich above all else, or rather inclusive of all else, calls the 
Sympathy of Inortal hearts into action; and whether as acted, or as presented and 
written of, not only is Poetry, but is the sale Poetry possible. [52-53] 

Unlike Navalis and the religious Ronlantics, Carlyle's rebellion against skep
ticisDl included a rejection of any effort to find the 11lcaning of hUlnan life 
outside hunlanity itself. Hunlan life in its individual incarnations \vas a 
supreme value for hinl; and the task of the historian, therefore, was not 
simply to celebrate the historical process itself, a la Novalis, but rather to 
give hun1an life an awareness of its potentially heroic nature. 

But Carlyle excluded any possibility of advancing beyond the (Meta
phorical) insight that every life is both ~~like every other" and at the same 
tin1e '(utterly unique." I-Ie excluded the possibility of what we would recog
nize as a distinctively historical "explanation" of the world. If "every single 
event is the offspring ... of all other events, prior or conteInporaneolls," and 
the historical field is a "Chaos of Being, wherein shape after shape bodies 
itself forth fronl innumerable elements," it appears ilnpossible to conceive 
any way of reducing this t'Chaos" to order. In Carlyle's view, however, the 
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cOll1prehension of the historical field is provided by a twofold moven1ent of 
thought and imagination, or "science" and "poetry," by vvhich things are first 
apprehended in their similarity to other things and then grasped in their 
uniqueness, or difference, from everything else. What Carlyle did was to 
enclose the scientific and poetic apprehensions of the world within the mode 
of Metaphor in such a vvay as to conceive the relationship between them as 
a natural "transfer" of concepts. The Metaphorical mode of construing the 
historical field, prefigured as a "Chaos of Being," requires that the historian 
simply position himself before that field in a posture of waiting and of 
anticipating the riches that it will reveal to him, in the firm conviction that, 
since every individual life is like every other, it is "like our own therefore" 
and is, therefore, in1mediately present to consciousness in both its integrity 
and its relationship to everything else. 

This notion of history, however, differs from Herder's, to which it bears 
lnany resemblances, by virtue of the fact that the field ,is regarded literally 
as a Chaos; it is not vie\ved as an apparent chaos which is presumed to be 
working ultin1ately toward a total integration of its infinitely numerous com
ponents. As a n1atter of fact, Carlyle, like most of the later Romantics, saw 
this Chaos as ultimately divisible into two orders of being, the natures of 
which are provided by the categories of similarity and difference vvhich he 
used to distinguish scientific from poetic comprehension in the passage cited. 
History as C1 process represents an endless struggle of the mob against the 
exceptional man, the hero. For Carlyle, then, historical knowledge is gained 
by sinlply inquiring into the "Chaos of Being" in order to determine the 
points at \vhich certain exceptional individuals appeared and imposed their 
will upon an indolent and recalcitrant n1ob. The appearance of a hero repre
sents a Civictory" of "hunlan Free-\vill over Necessity." The historian's task, at 
this point, is to contrive a paean in honor of the hero, not, a la Navalis, to 
sing a hymn of praise to "history-in-general." 

Carlyle, in short, possessed a critical principle, one that singled out the 
individual hero, the man who accomplishes sonlething against history, as the 
proper object of a humanly responsible historiography_ The "Chaos of Being," 
which Constant apprehended as a horrifying void and which Novalis viewed 
as an undifferentiated plenum of vital force, was conceived by Carlyle to be 
the situation the heroic individual faces as a field to be dOlninated, if only 
temporarily and in the full knowledge of the ultimate victory this HChaos" 
will enjoy over the nlan who seeks to dominate it. "History," in Carlyle's 
thought, was endovved vvith greater inherent meaning than it possessed in 
Constant's apprehension of it. And human life is endowed with greater value 
precisely in the degree to which the individual takes it upon hilllself to 
impose form upon this "Chaos," to give to history the mark of nlan's own 
aspiration to be sonlething n10re than mere chaos. 

The "Chaos of Being" notion of history, however, at least had the advan
tage of releasing historical consciousness from the kind of determinism which 
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had driven the historical thought of Enlightenment rationalisI11 into Irony 
and Satire; it made of the historical field and the historical process a panorama 
of happening in which the stress is on the novel and emergent, rather than 
on the achieved and inherited, aspects of cultural life. It made of history an 
arena in which nevv things can be seen to appear, rather than one in vvhich 
old elernents SiDlply rearrange themselves endlessly in a finite set of possible 
cOlnbinations. But it provided no rule by which the individual elenlents 
appearing in the field can be brought together in such a way as to encourage 
any confidence ihat the tvhole process has a comprehensible lueaning. It 
simply constituted the historical field as a "revel of forms" to which the poet 
may go for inspiration, to test his capacities for syn1pathy, for understanding, 
and for appreciation. 

4l:~ Michelet: flistoriography Explained as Metaphor and 
1:= Tnplotted (1S 1~on1ance 

Constant, Novalis, and Carlyle were all ll1anifestly "Romantic" thinkers, 
and their reflections on history turned upon their apprehension 'of the his~ 
torical field as a "Chaos of Being" which they then proceeded to cODlprehend 
respectively as SilUply a chaos, a plenurn of creative force, and a field of 
struggle between heroic 11len and history itself. These cOlnprehensions, how~ 
ever, were not so 11luch earned as rnerely asserted as truths, to be accepted 
on faith in the poetic sensibilities of their different advocates. The French 
historian and philosopher of history Jules l\;lichelet represented a different 
position within the Romantic moven1ent apropos of its conception of the 
historical process. In the first place, Michelet purported to have discovered 
the means by which to raise the Romantic apprehension of the world to 
the status of a scientific insight. For hin1, a poetic sensibility, critically self~ 
consciolls, provided the accesses to a specifically ~~realistic" apprehension of 
the world. 

Michelet specifically denied that he was a Rornantic. The "r~onlantic 

movelnent," he said in his letters, had passed him by; while it had flourished, 
he had been busy in the archives, fusing his knowledge and his thought 
together into a new historical method, of which Vieo's The Netv Science 
could be regarded as a prototype. He characterized this nevv "method" as 
that of "concentration and reverberation." In his view, it provided him with 
~~a flame sufficiently intense to Inelt down all the apparent diversities, to 
restore to them in history the unity they had in life." As will be seen, how
ever, this new 111ethod was nothing but a \vorking out of the iUlplications of 
the lllode of Metaphor, conceived as a way of permitting the historian 
actually to identify with, resurrect, and relive the life of the past in its 
totality. 
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Nlichelet began the effort to escape Irony by abandoning the tactics of 
Metonymy and Synecdoche alike, and by taking a stand immediately on a 
faith in the adequacy of Metaphorical characterization of the historical field 
and its processes. Michelet denied all worth to Mechanistic (causal) reduc
tions and to Formalist (typological) integrations of the historical field. The 
Metaphorical apprehension of the essential sa1neness of things overrides every 
other consideration in his writing and distinguishes hiiTI absolutely from 
Carlyle and other Ronlantic devotees of individualism. It was this apprehen
sion of sameness which permitted him to claim for his perfervid characteriza
tions of history the status of scientific truths, in the same way that Vico had 
claimed scientific status for his essentially "poetic" conception of history. 
Michelet strove for a symbolic fusion of the different entities occupying the 
historical field, rather than for a n1eans for characterizing them as individual 
symbols. Whatever uniqueness there is in history was conceived by Michelet 
to be the uniqueness of the whole, not of the parts that comprise the whole. 
The individuality of the parts is only apparent. Their significance derives 
from their status as sYInbols of the unity that everything-in history as in 
nature-is striving to become. 

But the nlere fact that there is striving in the world suggests that this unity 
is a goal to be reached, rather than a condition to be described. And this 
has two implications for Michelet. One of them is that the historian must 
write his histories in such a way as to promote the realization of the unity 
that everything is striving to become. And the other is that everything 
appearing in history Dlust be assessed finally in terms of the contribution it 
makes to the realization of the goal or the extent to which it impedes its 
realization. Michelet therefore fell back upon the nlode of enlplotment of 
the Romance as the narrative forin to be used to make sense out of the 
historical process conceived as a struggle of essential virtue against a virulent, 
but ultimately transitory, vice. 

As a narrator, Michelet used the tactics of the dualist. F'or him, there were 
really only two categories into which the individual entities inhabiting the 
historical field could be put. And, as in all dualistic systems of thought, there 
was no way in his historiographical theory for conceiving of the historical 
process as a dialectical or even incremental progress toward the desired goal. 
There was nlerely an interchange between the forces of vice and those of 
virtue-between tyranny and justice, hate and love, with occasional moments 
of conjunction, such as the first year of the French Revolution-to sustain 
his faith that a final unity of luan with man, with nature, and with God is 
possible. At the extreme limits of human aspiration, Michelet envisioned the 
discovery of the ultimate symbol, the Metaphor of ~1etaphors, which may be 
precritically apprehended as Nature, God, History, the Individual, or Man
kind in general. 

How the nl0de of Metaphor and the myth of Romance function in 
Michelet's historiography can be seen in his History of the French Revolu-
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tionA His description of the spirit of France in the first year of the Revolution 
is a sequence of Nletaphorical identifications that moves from its characteri
zation as the emergence of light froin darkness, to description of it as the 
triurnph of the "natural" impulse toward fraternity over the "artificial" forces 
which had long opposed it, and ends, finally, in the contenlplation of it as 
a synlbol of pure SYll1bolization. France, he wrote, t'advances courageously 
through that dark win ter [of 1789-90 J, toV\rards the wished-for spring \vhich 
pronlises a nevv light to the world." But, Michelet asked, what is this "light"? 
It is no longer, he ansvlered, that of "the vague love of liberty," but rather 
that of 'tthe unity of the native land." (440) The people, "like children 
gone astray, ... have at length found a lllother" (441). With the breakup of 
the provincial estates in Novenlber, 1789, he averred, all divisions between 
rnan and ll1an, 11lan and woman, parent and child, rich and poor, aristocrat 
and C0111I110ner, are broken down. And what relnains? "Fraternity has renloved 
every obstacle, all the federations are about to confederate together, and 
union tends to unity.~l~o l1lore federations! They are useless, only one now 
is necessary,~France; and it appears transfigured in the glory of July" (441~ 
42) . 

Michelet then asked: uIs all this a 11liracle?'Y And his answer, of course, 
was "Yes, and the greatest and ITlost sinlple of Iniracles, a return [of man] to 
nature." For, since 'tthe fundanlental basis of hUlnan nature is sociability," 
it had "required a whole world of inventions against nature to prevent 
men from living together." (442) The whole Ancien Regime was seen as an 
artificial barrier to the natural impulse of TIlen to unite with one another. 
The \vhole burdensOl1le structure of cllstolns, duties, tolls, laws, regulations, 
weights, measures, and 111oney, the whole rotten system of "carefully enCOl1r~ 
aged and 11laintained" rivalries between (4cities, countries, and corporatiol1s
all these obstacles, these old ramparts, crumble and fall in a day" (ibid.). 
And, when they crunlble, uJ\1en then behold one another, perceive they are 
alike, are astonished to have been able to remain so long ignorant of one 
another, regret the senseless aninlosity which had separated thenl for so 
many centuries, and expiate it by advancing to ll1eet and embrace one 
another with a mutual effusion of the heart" (ibid.). 111ere is nothing, 
Michelet said, 

but what breathes the pure love of unity .... geography itself is annihilated. There 
are no longer any 111onntains, rivers, or barriers between Inen .... Such is the 
power of love .... 1'itne and space, those lllaterial conditions to which life is 
subject, are no rnore. A strange vita nUOVd, one enlinently spiritual, and making 
her whole Revolution a sort of dreanl, at one time delightful, at another terrible, 
is now beginning for France. It }<new neither tirn.e nor space . ... All the old em
blenls grow pale, and the new ones that are tried have little significance. Whether 
people swear on the old altar, before the Holy Sacrament, or take the oath before 
the cold inlage of abstract liberty, the true symbol is elsewhere. 
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The beauty, the grandeur, the eternal charm of those festivals, is that the sym
bol is a living one. 

This symbol for 111an is man. [444-45] 

And then, switching to a voice which was at once his ovvn and that of the 
people who believed in the Revolution on that day, Michelet wrote: 

We, worshippers of the future, vvho put our faith in hope, and look towards the 
east; we, vVhOITI the disfigured and perverted past, daily becollling more impossible, 
has banished from every temple; "ve who, by its n10nopoly, are deprived of temple 
and altar, and often feel sad in the isolated communion of our thoughts, we had 
a temple on that day--such a tenlple as had never existed before! No artificial 
church, but the universal church; from the Vosges to the Cevennes, and from the 
Alps to the Pyrenees. 

No conventional synlbol! All nature, all mind, all truth! [450-51] 

It was all, he said, "the greatest diversity ... in the nlost perfect unity" 
(452 ) . 

Michelet emplotted his histories as dramas of disclosure, of the liberation 
of a spiritual power fighting to free itself from the forces of darkness, a 
redemption. And his conception of his task as a historian was to serve as the 
preserver of what is redeenled. In his book The People, written in 1846, he 
said of his conception of historical representation: "Let it be illy part in the 
future to have not attained, but marked, the aiDl of history, to have called it 
by a name that nobody had given it. Thierry called it narration, and M. 
Guizot analysis. I have named it resurrection, and this name will remain" 
(quoted in Stern, Varieties, 117). This conception of history as "resurrec
tion" applies both to the plot structure which the various histories that 
Michelet wrote vvere intended to figure and to the explanatory strategies 
used in them. It determines both the contents of Michelet's histories and 
their forIn. It is their "nleaning" as both explanation and representation. But 
because ~1ichelet located the macrohistorical point of resolution at the 
moment vvhen, during the Revolution, perfect freedon1 and perfect unity 
are attained by "the people," through the dissolution of all the inhibiting 
forces ranged against it, the tone of his historical 'Aiork was bound to grow 
more melancholic, more elegiac, as the ideals of the Revolution in its heroic 
phase receded into the background among the social classes and political 
elites which had originally fostered thenl. 

Michelet dOlninated the field of historiography in France during the July 
Monarchy; his Pr.ecis d'histoire moderne (1827) was the standard survey of 
European history in the French schools until 1850, when a new wave of 
Reaction swept Liberalism into its own Conservative phase and destroyed 
Michelet's career in the university in its wake. His History of the French 
Revolution (in seven volumes, published in the heat of passions which the 
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years 1847-53 generated anlong Frenchmen of all parties) is prefaced by a 
note in which the elegiac tone is associated with. ~1ichelet's Inenl0ries of the 
death of his father, which occurred while he was painfully watching the slow 
death of the ideals of the Revolution. His historical reflections, he wrote, had 
been carried out in ttthe Dl0st awful cirCllnlstances, that can attend hUlllan 
life, between death and the grave,-when the survivor, hinlself partly dead, 
has been sitting in judgnlent between two worlds" (Michelet, Rev., 14). 
Michelet's R0111antic emplotnlent of the history of France up to the Revolu
tion was thus set \vithin a larger Tragic awareness of its subsequent dissipa
tion. 'fhis realization of the 1'ragic nature of his own tilne gave to Michelet 
another reason to clainl the title of a realist. He conceived this condition to 
be precisely the saIne as that \vhich had existed in France in the 1780s. 

1'he Precis ends on the eve of the Revolution, with a characterization of 
the fractured condition into which the whole of French society had fa11en 
by that tin1C. As :l\1ichelet described it: 

All the world was interested in the people, loved the people, wrote for the people; 
la Bienf(lisance etait de bon t011, on faisait de petites aurnones et de grandes fetes. 
[395] 

But, while t'high society" sincerely played out a "colnedie senti111entale," the 
"great 1l10Venlent of the world" continued in a direction that would shortly 
transfornl everything. 

l'hc true confidante of the public, the Figaro of BeauIl1archais becalne more bitter 
eaeh day; it turned froln eODledy to satire, fro111 satire to tragic dranla. Royalty, 
Parlenlent, nobility, all staggered froln weakness; the world was drunken [comme 
ivre]. [395-96] 

Philosophy itself had become ill fronl the "sting" of Rousseau and Gilbert. 
"No one believed any longer in either religion or irreligion; everyone, how
ever, would have liked to believe; the hardier spirits vvent incognito to seek 
belief in the illusions of Cagliostro and the tub of Mesmer." I-Io\vever, 
France, like the rest of Europe, vvas caught up in "the endless dialogue of 
rational skepticis111: against the nihilism of I-Iullle arose the apparent dognla~ 
tiSlTI of Kant; and everywhere one heard the great poetic voice of Goethe, 
harnl0niol1s, inl1110ral and indifferent. France, distracted and anxiety-ridden, 
understood nothing of this. Geru1any played out the epic of science; France 
produced the social dranla." (396) The comic sadness (le tlisle comique) of 
these last days of the old society was a result of the contrast between great 
prornises and the conlplete impotency of those who lnade then1: "L'in1puis
sanee est Ie trait COilllTIUn de tOllS les nlinisteres d' alors. TOllS prOll1ettent, et 
ne peuvent rien" (ibid.). 

The Conlic resolution which succeeded this severed condition was the 
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Revolution itself. The contest which precipitated the Revolution is laid out 
as a struggle "between two principles, two spiri ts-the old and the new" 
(Michelet, Rev., 22). And the "new" spirit, the spirit of justice, comes "to 
fulfill, not to abolish" (ibid.). The old spirit, the spirit of injustice, existed 
lllerely to oppose the fulfillment of the new. And this principle of radical 
opposition gave to ~lichelet the basis for his characterization of the Revolu
tion in a single phrase: "The Revolution is nothing but the tardy reaction of 
justice against the governlnent of favor and the religion of grace" (27)' 
The Revolution was a reversal, a substitution of perfect justice for absolute 
tyranny. But this reversal was not so much accounted for as simply charac
terized as such. It was the "redemption" of the people in whose history 
Michelet had been vicariously participating all along. 

Another image used by Michelet to characterize the Revolution was that of 
a birth process. But the birth envisaged was more Caesarean than natural. 
During his travels, he wrote, he went for a walk in the mountains. Reflecting 
on a mountain peak that had thrust itself up "from the deep bowels of the 
earth," Michelet said, he was driven to nluse: 

What were then the subterraneous revolutions of the earth, what incalculable 
powers combated in its bosom, for that mass, disturbing mountains, piercing 
through rocks, shattering beds of marble, to burst forth to the surface? What con
vulsions, what agony forced fronl the entrails of the globe that prodigious groan! 
[ 28] 

These musings, he said, produced a desperate anguish in his heart, for 
"Nature had but too well reminded me of history." And "history" in turn 
had reminded him of "justice" and its burial for years in the prisons of 
darkness: 

That justice should have borne for a thousand years that nl0untain of [Christian] 
dogma upon her heart, and, crushed beneath its weight, have counted the hours, 
the days, the years, so many losing years-is, for hinl "Tho knows it, a source of 
eternal tears. He who through the medium of history has participated in that long 
torture, will never entirely recover from it; whatever may happen he will be sad; 
the sun, the joy of the vvorld, will never more afford hin1 conlfort; he has lived too 
long in sorrow and in darkness; and my very heart bled in contemplating the long 
resignation, the meekness, the patience, and the efforts of humanity to love that 
world of hate and malediction under vvhich it was crushed. [Ibid.] 

An essential difference between Herder's and Michelet' s approach to his
tory should be noted here. On the one hand, Michelet certainly did not 
refuse to judge the various figures which he discerned in the historical land
scape. Moreover, he did not perceive the historical process as an essential 
harmony vvhich manifests its goodness and beneficence to mankind in all its 
operations. Like Ranke, Michelet took struggle and conflict seriously, as 
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ineluctable aspects of historical existence. This is another earnest of his 
"realisIn." But, since he located the resolution of that drama in a period and 
a set of events which were progressively being shorn of their status as ideal 
incarnations of hunlan c0l11munity-that is to say, in the Revolution in its 
popular (and, to him, Anarchist) phase-Michelet's essentially Ronlantic 
apprehension of the historical process was progressively colored by a doleful 
apprehension of its growing nleaninglessness as a principle around which 
history-in-general can be organized. He continued to assert his belief in the 
ideals of the Revolution and in the social vision which justified both the 
belief and the ideal, but his tone becalne increasingly desperate as the events 
of 1 789 receded in tinle. 

The historical situation from which he looked back upon the period of the 
Revolution, a situation in which the forces of tyranny had once 1110re gained 
control of the national and international life, forced upon hinl an increas
ingly Ironic apprehension of the historical process, a sense of the eternal 
return of evil and division in hUlnan life. But he resolutely interpreted this 
eternal return of evil and division as a temporary condition for 111ankind 
over the long run. The doubt which the recognition of his own condition 
inspired within him was transformed by an act of will into the precondition 
for hope-in fact, was identified ,vith hope. He could say to hin1self, as he 
said of "the people" on the eve of the Revolution, when life must have 
looked darkest to then1: 

Be not alarn1ed by thy doubt. That doubt is already faith. Believe, hope! Right, 
though postponed, will have its advent; it will come to sit in judgment, on the 
dogma and on the world. And that day of Judg111ent \vill be called the Revolution. 
[3° ] 

Thus, the ROlnantic plot structure of the whole historical process remained 
intact. T1he conditions of Tragedy and Irony could be set within it as phases 
of the total process, to be annulled in the fire of Revolution which his own 
histories were Ineant to keep alive. 

Unlike Herder, who conceived history as a gradual transforlnation of 
humanity fron1 one unique set of particulars to another, Michelet conceived 
it as a series of cataclyslnic reversals caused by long-growing tensions which 
force hUll1anity into opposed camps. In these reversals, false justice is replaced 
by true justice, inconstant love replaced by true love, and the false religion 
of love, Christianity, the tyrant which "covered the world with [a J sea of 
blood," by its true antithesis, the spirit of the Revolution (31). And his 
purpose, Michelet said, was to bear true witness against the flatterers of kings 
and priests, "to drown false history and the hired flatterers of murder, to fill 
their lying nlouths" (33). 

The en1blem of the old monarchy was, in Michelet's account, the Bastille; 
it was the sYlnbol of the Ironic condition in which a "government of grace" 



156 METAHISTORY 

showed its "good nature" by granting lettres de cachet to favorites on a 
whim and to the enemies of justice for money. The most horrible crime of 
the old regime was to condemn men to an existence that was neither life 
nor death, but aa middle term between life and death: a lifeless, buried life," 
a world organized "expressly for oblivion," the Bastille. It was this "buried" 
life which the Revolution exhUlned and called to sit in judglnent. The 
Revolution vvas the political and moral resurrection of everything good and 
hunlan "buried" by the old regime. 

As thus envisaged, the Revolution represented the revenge which memory 
-that is to say, "history" -takes on the selective in1molation of living nlen 
and the annullnlent of the rights of the dead. In the Bastille, men were not 
sinlply killed, Michelet wrote; instead, they \Vere-nlore horribly in Miche
let's mind-simply "forgotten." 

Forgotten! 0 terrible word! That a soul should perish an10ng souls! Had not he 
whom God created for life the right to live at least in the mind? What mortal 
shall dare inflict, even on the 1110st guilty, this \vorst of deaths-to be eternally 
forgotten? [73] 

But, in a passage which reveals his own conception of the sanctity of the 
historian's task. lVlichelet insisted: 

No, do not believe it. Nothing is forgotten-neither man nor thing. vVhat once 
has been, cannot be thus annihilated. The very walls 'do not forget, the pavement 
win become accon1plice, and convey signs and noises; the air will not forget. [Ibid.] 

Rather than fall into the Ironic contemplation of life itself as a prison, 
Michelet took it upon hin1self to "relnember" the living dead and the ideals 
of the Revolution, \vhich had ainled to restore the living dead to their right
ful place anlong the living. 

On the eve of the Revolution-as in the world which ]\;lichelet was forced 
to inhabit after the renewed inl111olation of the Revolutionary ideal by 
Napoleon III-"The world [was] covered with prisons, from Spielberg to 
Siberia, fronl Spandau to Mont-St.-Michel. The world [was] a prison!" 
(ibid.). And, \vriting the history of the Revolution's advent, Michelet synlpa
thetically entered into and relived the popular movement that would soon 
explode in violence against this offense to menlory and life alike: 

From the priest to the king, from the Inquisition to the Bastille, the road is 
straight, but long. Holy, holy Revolution, how slowly dost thou cornel-I, who 
have been waiting for thee for a thousand years in the furrows of the Middle 
Ages,-what! must I \vait stil1longer?-Oh! how slowly time passes! Oh! ho\v I 
have counted the hours! Wilt thou never arrive? [79] 
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And when the women and children descended upon the Bastille to liberate 
their husbands, sons, lovers, and brothers irnprisoned there, Michelet broke 
out in a cry of joy: "0 France, you are saved! 0 world, you are saved!" 

l'his salvation resulted in a dissolution of all differences an10ng ll1en, 
between men and WOlnen, young and old, rich and POOf, which finally 
transforn1ed the nation into a people. l'his condition of perfect integration 
was syn1bolized by the image of Joan of Arc: t'Again do I behold in the 
heavens my youthful star in which so long I placed 111y hope-Joan of Arc." 
But then, in another of those lyrical effusions, in which he offended both 
reason and science, but not Metaphor, Michelet remarked: "What matter, 
if the maid, changing her sex, has beC0111e a youth, Hoche, Marceau, Joubert, 
or Kleber." (Ibid.) 

In his enthusiasIll for the events he was depicting, Michelet dissolved all 
sense of difference CllTIOng luen, institutions, and values. His Metaphorical 
identification of things that appear to be "different utterly overrode any sense 
of the differences anl0ng things, which is the occasion for Metaphorical 
usage to begin with. All difference was dissolved in his apprehension of the 
unity of the whole. 1'hllS, Michelet vvrote, "the 1110St \varlike of 111en" 

becolne the "harbingers of peace"; and "Grace, in whose nanle Tyranny 
has crushed lIS, is found to be consonant, identical with Justice." Conceived 
as a process, the Revolution, he said, is nothing but the "reaction of equity, 
the tardy advent of Eternal Justice"; in its essence it is "truly Love, and 
identical with Grace." (80) 

~rhese conflations of one abstraction with another \vere not dialectically 
earned; they were merely asserted. But they were experienced neither as 
abstractions nor as conflations by Michelet, but as identifications of the one 
essence vvhich is both the substance of history and the cause in whose name 
Michelet worked as a historian. ('Love" and UGrace" were for hin1 "J llstice," 
which he called his "l1l0ther," and "Right," which he called his ~'father." But 
even justice and right were too distinct for hin1, and so he finally identified 
both with God ("ye who are but one with God!"). (Ibid.) 

rrhus, finally, God sustained Michelet in his service to history, and insured 
his objectivity, which was but another form of "Justice" and HGrace." At the 
close of the Introduction to his l-listory of the French Revolution, Michelet 
addressed (;od directly, as he had earlier addressed the "Revolution": 

And as thou art Justice, thou ,vilt support llle in this book, where illy path has 
been nlarked out by the eIllotions of illy heart and not by private interest, nor by 
any thought of this sublunar world. Thall wilt be just towards Ine, and I vvill be 
so tovvards all. For Wh0111 then have I yvritten this, but for thee, Eternal Justice? 
[Ibid.] 

N"ow~ there is no denying that" the tone and point of vic\v of ]\Jlichelefs 
\vork stand in the starlcest of contrasts to those of his rnore l\ealistic" connter," 
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part in Germany, the judicious Ranke, who steadfastly insisted on his unwill
ingness either to "judge" the past or to legislate for the future. But, on the 
matter of "objectivity," the principal differences between Michelet and 
Ranke are more superficial than real. They reside in the fact that the princi
ples of love, grace, and justice, which informed Michelet's approach to the 
study of history, \vere \vorn on his sleeve and explicitly incarnated in the 
principles of "the nation, the people, and the Revolution" rather than 
implicitly honored and identified with "the state, the church, and estab
lished society" as in Ranke. Michelet was no less interested in the truthful 
representation of the past, in all its particularity and unity, than was Ranke; 
but he believed one could write history, not out of any "private interest" nor 
governed "by any thought of this sublunar world," but simply by following 
the "path 11larked out by the eI11otions of [his] heart." That Ranke professed 
to be governed by the desire to rise above such "emotions" should not 
obscure the fact that his o\vn histories are no less marked by evidences of 
personal preference and party biases than are Michelet's. The important 
poin t is that both historians acted as custodians of the nlemory of the race, 
against any tyranny \vhich Dlight have offended that lnemory by systematic 
suppression of the truth. 

Michelet conceived the historian's task to be precisely similar to that of 
those WOlllen vvho descended upon the Bastille to restore the clainls of its 
"forgotten" prisoners. 1'he historian, Michelet said in one of his most self
critical Illolllents, is "neither Caesar nor Claudius, but often in his dreams he 
sees a cro\vd vvhich \veeps and laments its condition, the crowd of those 
who have not yet died, \vho \vould like to live again [qui voudraient revivre] 
( a fragment written by Michelet in 184 2, cited by Barthes, 92). These dead 
do not ask only for an 4iurn and tears," and it is not enough nlerely to repeat 
their "sighs." \Vhat they require, Michelet said, is: 

an Oedipus who will solve for them their own riddle, which made no sense to 
them, one \vho win explain to them the meaning of their words, their own actions 
which they did not understand. [Ibid.] 

This seenlS to suggest that the historian, writing on behalf of the dead, is 
also writing for the dead, not to some living audience in the present or the 
future. 

But then Michelet changed the image once more, and substituted the 
figure of Prometheus for that of Oedipus. As Prometheus the historian will 
bring to the dead a fire sufficiently intense to melt the ice in which their 
"voices" have been "frozen," so that the dead will be able "to speak once 
more" for thelllselves. 

But even this is not enough. The historian nlust be able to hear and to 
understand '\vords that were never spoken, words which ren1ained in the 
abysses of [the dead's] hearts." The task 6f the historian, finally, is "to make 
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the silences of history speak, those terrible organ notes [points d' orgue ] 
which vvill never sOllnd again, and which are exactly its l1l0St tragic tones." 
Only when the voices of the dead, and their silences, have been restored to 
life will 

the dead rest easily in their graves. [Then] they begin to comprehend their fate, 
1110dulate their dissonances into a softer harnlony, to say to thenlselves and very 
softly the last words of Oedipus: "Be fortunate for all the time to come." The 
shades are saluted and arc appeased. They pennit their urns to be closed .... 
Precious urn of forgotten times, the priests of history carry it and trans111it it with 
what piety, what tender care! ... as they lllight carry the ashes of their father or 
their S011. Their son? But is it not thernselves? [Ibid.] 

Again, in 1872, at the end of his life, in the preface to his Histoire du 
XIXe siecle (II, 11), l\1ichelet spoke of the historian's role as essentially a 
custodian of the t'nlelllory" of the dead. 

Yes, each dead person leaves a little goods, his ll1enl0ry, and den1ands that SOIne

one take care of it. For hinl who has no friends, a 11lagistrate 11lust care for it. 
For the law, justice is more certain than all our forgetful tendernesses, our tears 
so quickly dried. 

This nlagistrate is 1-:1 is tory .... Never have I in I11Y whole career lost sight of 
this, the Historian's duty. I have given to 111any of the dead too soon forgotten 
the aid of which I ll1ysel.f will have need. 

I have exhlln1ed them for a second life. [Cited by Barthes, 91] 

This conception of the historian's duty in no way conflicted with l\;liche
let's notion of the necessity of the historian's ufrank and vigorous partiality 
for the right and the truth." False partiality entered into history only when 
historians vvrotc in fear, or in the hope of currying the favor of established 
authority. rl'he 1110st honorable historian, Michelet insisted in 1856, at the 
conclusion of his History of France, had to lose all "respect" for certain 
things and certain TIlen in order to serve as the judge and redeenler of the 
world. But this loss of respect would pernlit the historian to see the extent to 
which, "dans l' ensernble des siecles et l'harnl0nie totc1le de Za vie de l' hunlan
ite," "fact and the right coincide over the long rUIl, and never contradict one 
another." But, he warned, 

to locate in the details, in the conflict, this fatal opiunl of the philosophy of his
tory, these lnenagenlents of a false peace, is to insert death into life, to kill history 
and 11lorality, to have to say, in the lnanner of the indifferent soul: "What is 
evil? what is good?" [90] 

Michelet frankly admitted the "moral" orientation of his work, but his 
research, he insisted, had pernlitted hinl to see the true "physiognomy" of 
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the centuries he had studied; and he had at least given "une impression 
vraie" of it (ibid.). 

Michelet cited Vico as the thinker who had provided the theory of the 
interaction of consciousness with society by which the fact of mere succession 
of social forms could be entertained as a providential process of a purely 
secular nature. Vico's theory permitted ~1ichelet to dissolve all apparent for
nlal collectivities into particularities and, after that, to characterize in purely 
Metaphorical ternlS the essential natures of both the particularities and the 
larger process in which they have a place. Ranke's suspicion of large-scale 
theories of any kind inclined him to halt his search for meaning and order in 
history with the apprehension of the finished forms of society and culture 
that had taken shape in his own time and to use these forms as the standard 
for \vhatever Ineaning history in the large might have. 1'hus, these two his
torians, who had so ll1uch in common in the way they prefigured the histori
cal field and its processes, tended toward alternative nlodes of characteriza
tion which gave them escape from the threat of Irony. 

Michelet canle to rest in the lTIode of Metaphor, and emplotted history 
as ROll1ance, because his sense of the coherence of the whole process was 
sustained by a belief in the unitary nature of the parts. Michelet grasped 
the essential point that Vico had made about any specifically historical con
ception of human reality-namely, that the forces which are overcome in any 
advance in society or consciousness themselves serve as the materials out of 
which the new society and consciousness will be fashioned. As Michelet 
comlnented in the introduction to his translation of The New Science, "Prin
cipes de la philosophie de 1'-histoire," faith in the providential nature of the 
historical process is secured, not by belief alone, but by society itself: 

The miracle of [society's] constitution lies in the fact that in each of its revolu
tions, it finds in the very corruption of the preceding state the elenlents of the new 
forn1 which is able to redeem it. It is thus enlinently necessary that there be 
ascribed to it a wisdom greater than man ... [au-dessus de l'homme]. [xiv] 

This '\visdonl" does not govern us by "positive laws," he continued, but 
serves itself by regulating those "usages which we freely foIIow." Thus, 
Michelet concluded, the central principle of historical understanding lies in 
the ideas which Vieo set forth in The New Science: 

111en thenlselves have 11lade the social world what it is [tel qu'il est]; but this 
world is not less the product of an intelligence, often contrary and always superior, 
to the particular ends \vhich Inen have set for thenlselvcs. [xlv] 

lIe then repeated the list of public goods (issuing fron1 privately projected 
• ' '1 '11 - {"'}- 1 f Interests) tnat n1(1nZ tne course or lurnan ac vancenlent rOIn savagery to 
civi1iz:1tion and concluded \vith the renlark that;_ ~{cvcn vvhen nations try to 
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destroy thenlselves, they are dispersed into solitude . . . and the phoenix of 
society is reborn fro111 the ashes" (xlvi). 

This phoenix ilnage is in1portant because its suggestion of an eternal 
return points to the inherently antiprogressivist tendency contained in any 
systenl of tropological characterization not informed by a firm dialectical 
sense. 'rhe lVletaphorical mode pr0I11otes the degeneration of the conception 
of the historical process into a "chaos of fOflllS" when a presumption of his
tory's Metaphorical integrity begins to fade. Once Michelet's faith in the 
triulnph of right and justice began to dissipate, as the antirevolutionary forces 
gained the ascendancy, there was nothing left but a fall into Inelancholic 
reflection on the defeat of the ideal whose original trilunph he had chron
icled in his early histories. 

The principal differences between Michelet's conception of history and 
that of Herder Inay novV be specified. l-Ierder characterized the objects 
occupying the historical field in the mode of Metaphor, and then proceeded 
to a Synecdochic integration of the field by the explanatory strategies of 
OrganicisI11 and the emplotting strategies of Comedy. Nlichelet began in the 
same way, but the patterns of integration which he discerned in that field 
were represented fron1 a perspective given to him by his Ironic avvareness of 
their evanescent and transitory nature. rrhe "Romance" of the French peo
ple's struggle against tyranny and division and their attainment of a perfect 
unity during the first year of the Revolution is progressively distanced by the 
growing awareness in NIichelet of the resurgence and (at least telnporary) 
victory of the blocking forces. Michelet continued to \vrite history as the 
defender of the innocent and just, but his devotion to them was progressively 
hardened, rendered nlore "realistic," by his awareness of the fact that the 
desired outcome was still yet to be attained. Unlike Herder, who was capable 
of believing that every resolution of a historical conflict was desirable siInply 
because it was a resolution, NIichelet recognized that the historian must take 
up a position pro or contra the forces at play in different acts of the historical 
dralTla. His own perspective on the agents and agencies in the historical 
process was Ironic; he distinguished between those that were good and those 
that were evil, even though he was governed by the hope that the conflict 
between their representatives would have the kind of triumphant outcome 
for the forces of good which he thought had been achieved in France in 
1 789. 1~he supposed '~realism" of his method consisted in his willingness to 
characterize in a language heavily freighted with Metaphor the representa
tives of both type's of forces in the historical process. Unlike his eighteenth
century predecessors, Michelct conceived his task as a historian to be that of 
the custodian of the dead, whether they be conceived as good or evil by hinl, 
though in the interest finally' of serving that justice in which the good are 
finally liberated from the "prison" of human forgetfulness by the historian 
himself. 

Although Michelet thought of himself as a Liberal, and wrote history in 



162 METAHISTORY 

such a way as to serve the Liberal cause as he understood it, in reality the 
ideological implications of his conception of history are Anarchist. As can be 
seen in the way he chara~terized the condition to which the French people 
attained in 1789 in his History of the French Revolution, he conceived the 
ideal condition to be one in \vhich all men are naturally and spontaneously 
united in cOlnn1unities of shared emotion and activities that require no for
mal (or artificial) direction. In the ideal condition of mankind distinctions 
between things, and between things and their significations, are dissolved
in pure symbol, as he puts it, in unity, perfect grace. Any division of man 
from man is viewed as a condition of oppression, which the just and virtuous 
will strive to dissolve. The various intermediary unities represented by states, 
na tions, ch nfches, and the like, regarded by Herder as manifestations of essen
tial human community and viewed by Ranke as the means to unification, 
were regarded by Michelet as impediments to the desired state of anarchy, 
which, for him, would alone signal the achievement of a true humanity. 

Given Michelet's conception of the sole possible ideal form of human 
community, it seems unlikely that he would have been able to accredit any 
specific form of social organization actually met with in history as even a 
relllote approximation to the ideal. Whereas Herder was compelled, by the 
logic of his conception of history, to accept everything, to criticize nothing, 
and to praise anything simply fOf having come to be, Michelet was unable, 
by the logic of his conception of history, to find virtue in anything except 
the one moment of pure conjunction that he thought he had seen in the 
history of France during a single year, 1789. In the end, he could praise 
those individuals he identified as soldiers in the service of the ideal, and he 
could dedicate his life to telling their story in a tone and mood that would 
promote the ideal in the future. But the ideal itself could never be realized 
in time, in history, for it was an evanescent as the condition of anarchy 
which it presupposed for its realization. 



Chapter 

~-9 Introduction 

4 RANKE: HISTORICAL REALISM 

AS COMEDY 

In a passage that has become canonical in the historiographical profession's 
credo of orthodoxy, the Pruss ian historian Leopold von Ranke characterizes 
the historical lllethod of which he was the founder in ternlS of its opposition 
to the principles of representation found in Sir Walter Scott's novels of 
romance. Ranke had been enchanted with the pictures Scott had drawn of 
the Age of Chivalry. They had inspired in him a desire to know that age 
lllore fully, to experience it more imlnediately. And so he had gone to 
the sources of medieval history, documents and contenlporary accounts of 
life in that tinle. He was shocked to discover not only that Scott's pictures 
were largely products of fancy but that the actual life of the J\;liddle Ages 
was ll10re fascinating than any novelistic account of it could ever be. Ranke 
had discovered that truth was stranger than fiction and infinitely n10re satisfy
ing to him. He resolved, therefore, to litnit hiIllself in the future to the 
representation of only those facts that were attested by docunlentary evi
dence, to suppress the t'Rornantic" irnpulses in his own sentimental nature, 
and to write history in such a way as to relate only what had actuaIly hap
pened in the past. This repudiation of Romanticism was the basis of Ranke's 
brand of realistic historiography, a brand which, since Meinecke's populariza-
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tion of the term, has come to be called "historism" and which still serves as 
the lllodel of what an appropriately realistic and professionally responsible 
historiography ought to aspire to. 

But Ranke's conception of history was based on more than a rejection of 
Romanticism .. It was hedged about by a number of other rejections as well: 
the a priori philosophizing of Hegel, the Mechanistic principles of explana
tion which prevailed in the physical sciences and in the Positivist schools of 
social theory of the time, and the dogmatism of the official religious creeds. 
In short, Ranke rejected anything that prevented the historian from seeing 
the historical field in its immediacy, its particularity, and its vividness. What 
he regarded as an appropriately realistic historical method was what was 
left for consciousness to perform after it had rejected the methods of the 
Romantic art, Positivist science, and Idealistic philosophy of his own time. 

This did not mean, as some of Ranke's interpreters have concluded, that 
his conception of objectivity approxinlated that of the naive empiricist. Much 
nlore was involved in the world view which has since come to be called 
historism. This .\vorld vie\v is undergirded by a number of preconceptions 
peculiar to specific sectors of the academic conlmunity of Ranke's time. In 
order to distinguish the peculiar conception of "realism" which it promoted 
in that time, and to differentiate it from the Romantic, Idealist, and Positiv
ist conceptions of t'realisn1" against which it was launched, I will call it 
"doctrinal realism"; for it takes realism to be a point of view which is 
derived from no specific preconceptions about the nature of the world and its 
processes, but which preSl1IneS that reality can be. known "realistically" by a 
conscious and consisten t repudiation of the forms in which a distinctively 
modern art, science, and philosophy appear. 

~ The Episten10logical Bases of Ranke's Historical Method 

It is often remarked that Ranke's conception of historical explanation and 
representation "vas pretty well fixed by 1850 or thereabout, and that it did 
not significantly change or develop (in fact, it tended to degenerate into a 
mechanically applied system) in the next thirty years or so. The revolutions 
of 1848-51 and 1870-71 had no real effect on him; they did not suggest to 
him the vveaknesses or essential flaV\Ts in the system of social and cultural 
organization which Europe had forged, in the 1830S and 1840s, out of nearly 
two millenia of struggle. The Comic vision remained undimn1ed, as Droysen 
saw quite clearly in his appreciation of Ranke of 1868. 

In the preface to his Histories of the Latin and Gerlnanic Nations from 
1495 to 151 4, vvhich appeared in 1824, Ranke stated that his, purpose had 
been to relate the histories of the nations "in their unity" (Stern, 56-57). 
But the c0111prehension of that unity could corne, he maintained, only 
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through a consideration of particulars. He admitted that his concentration 
on "particulars" 11light give a "harsh, disconnected, colorless, and tiring" 
aspect to his narrative. But the "sl1blinle ideal" to which his \vork aspired, 
"the event in its hU111an intelligibility, its unity, and its diversity," could be 
attained only by a movenlent frOITI the particular to the general, never by 
the reverse procedure. (57) Later on, in a fragment written in the 183os, 
he dilated on the only "two ways of acquiring knowledge about hU111an 
affairs" available to a purely secular hUlnan consciousness: that which went 
"through the perception of the particular" and that which proceeded 
"through abstraction." The first \vas, he said, the "method" of history; the 
second was that of philosophy. (58-59) In addition, he indicated what he 
conceived to be the two "qualities" without which no one could aspire to 
the office of the historian: a love for "the particular for itself" and a resist
ance to the authority of 'tpreconceived ideas" (59). Only by "reflection on 
the particular" would the course of "the developnlen t of the world in gen
eral ... beC0111e apparent" (ibid.). 

1-11is course of developlllent could not, however, be characterized in terms 
of those 'tuniversal concepts" in which the philosopher legitinlately traded: 
"The task of history is the a bserva tion of this life which cannot be charac
terized through One thought or Clne word" (60). At the sanle tilne, it could 
not be denied that the v\Torld presented evidence of its governance by a spirit
ual power in which the particulars of history ll1USt ultinlately find their unity 
as parts of a \vhole (ibid.). The presence of this "spirit" justified the belief 
that history was InDre than a spectacle of "brute force." And the nature of 
this spirit could be glinlpscd only by a religious consciousness, which could 
not be appealed to for the solution of specific historical problems. But a 
subliInated forn1 of this religious apprehension of the world was necessary 
to a proper appreciation of the parts and of the relation of the parts to the 
whole. As Ranke vvrote in another fraglnent during the 1860s, 'tthe study of 
particulars, even of a ,single detail, has its value, if it is done well .... But 
... specialized study, too, will always be related to a larger context. ... 'rhe 
final goal~not yet attained-always renlains the conception and composition 
of a history of lnankind" (61). 

Specialized studies nlight, of course, obscure the unity of the whole histori~ 
cal process, but there was no need, Ranke insisted;; "to fear that \ve may end 
up in the vague generalities vvith which forll1er generations were satisfied." 
In fact: 

j\fter the success and effectiveness of the diligently and effectively pursued studies 
which have heen everyv.;herc undertaken, these generalities could no longer be 
advetl1ccd. Nor can \VC return to those abstract: categories ·which people used to 
entertain at various hInes. l\n acclllnuh,tion of historical notes, "vith a superficial 
judgrncut of hrnnan character and Inorality> is jtlSt as unlikely to lead to thorough 
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Thus, historical work had to proceed on two levels simultaneously: "the 
investigation of the effective factors in historical events and the understand
ing of their universal relationship." Comprehending "the whole" while 
Uobeying the dictates of exact research" would always remain the "ideal 
goal, for it would conlprise a solidly rooted understanding of the entire his
tory of lnan." Historical research vvould not suffer, he concluded, "from its 
connection \vith the universal," for, without "this link," research would 
become "enfeebled." At the sanle tinle, "witho'ut exact research, the concep
tion of the universal \vauld degenerate into a phantasm." (Ibid.) 

Remarks such as these are frequently quoted to indicate the extent to 
which the ideal envisioned by Ranke violated the methodological principles 
that guided him in his research. For exan1ple, Von Laue distinguished between 
the "larger conclusions of Ranke's historiography, his religious overtones and 
his philosophical ambition to grasp the divine intentions of history," and his 
"method," the latter of which has survived while the former have been 
rejected. The fact is, \lon Laue said, Ranke "left a large school of historians 
who are in fundan1ental agreelnent on common -standards of objectivity. 
Academic historians everywhere still insist upon the need for critically 
studying the 1110st original sources, of penetrating all details, of arriving at 
generalizations and synthesis from the primary facts. They still cling to the 
ideals of objectivity and subordination of the historian to his materials" 
( 1 38) . 

All this is true, but it does not adequately indicate the extent to which the 
notions of Hobjectivity," "critical study," the "penetration of details," and 
the production of generalizations out of consideration of "the primary facts" 
all presuppose conceptions of the nature of truth and reality on vvhich the 
kind of "larger conclusions," which Ranke claimed to derive from his study 
of the materials, can be justified. Ranke's massive productivity (his collected 
works run well over sixty volumes), reflecting a uniformly high standard of 
research and talent for narrative representation, is understandable only in 
terms of the certitude he brought to his consideration of the materials and 
his confidence in the adequacy of the criterion he used to distinguish between 
significant and insignificant historical evidence among the data. It was his 
confidence in his criterion, the nature of which he conceived to distinguish his 
approach to history from that of Positivists, Romantics, and Idealists alike, 
which caught the fancy of the historians-Conservative and Liberal, profes
sional and an1ateur alike-of his age, and in such a way as to rnake him the 
ll10del of what a "realistic" historical consciousness ought to be. 

Ranke intuitively grasped that the historiography of the new age, if it 
\vas to serve the purposes his values required that it serve, had to begin \vith 
a preliminary repudiation of the Metonyn1ical mode, with its Mechanistic 
conception of causation and its Ironic implications for values and sublime 
ideals. This repudiation did not have to be formally defended, for Herder 
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had already justified it. JVloreover, the Revolution and Reaction had COl1-

firlned the bankruptcy of any abstract approach to social reality, and ROl1lan
ticislTI had dell10nstrated the justification of the irrational inlpulses of man 
in its poetry and art. But neither could historical thought revert to a l1lerely 
Metaphorical 11lode of characterizing the historical field and still clainl that 
title of a ascience" with which Ranke recognized it must be endowed if it 
was to be pernlitted to clainl an authority greater than that of subjective 
opinion. At the saIne tillle, it could not be pushed too precipitately into the 
Synecdochic Blade of cOITIprehension, which sanctioned the search for fornlal 
coherenccs in the historical systenl, without having to sllstain the charge of 
Idealism, which \vould have been as fatal to it as the charge of ROlllanticisn1 
itself. So Ranke prefigured the historical field in the mode of Metaphor, 
which sanctioned a prinlary interest in events in their particularity and 
uniqueness, their vividness, color, and variety, and then suggested the Synec
dochic c0I11prehension of it as a field of forlnal coherences, the ultilTIate or 
final unity of which could be suggested by analogy to the nature of the parts. 
1'his not only relieved Ranke of having to look for universal causal and 
relational laws in history, whether of a synchronic (Positivist) or a dialecti
cal (Hegelian) sort, but it allowed hinl to believe that the highest kind of 
explana tioD to which history might aspire was that of a narrative description 
of the historical process. What Ranke did not see was that one might well 
reject a Romantic approach to history in the nanle of objectivity, but that, 
as long as history was conceived to be explanation by narration, one was 
req uired to bring to the task of narration the archetypal nlyth, or plot struc~ 
tnre, by which alone that narrative could be given a forn1. 

~~ The I-fistorical Process as Comedy 

The COlnic rnythos served as the plot structure for 1110St of Ranke's historical 
works and as the framework within which each of these works can be envis
aged as an individual act of a 111aCrOCosnlic dran1a. This mythos per111itted 
Ranke to concentrate 011 the individual details of the scenes that he narrated, 
but to proceed with unwavering self-confidence through the flood of docu
nlents to the Sllre selection of those that were significant and those that were 
insignificant as evidence. f-lis objectivity, critical principles, tolerance, and 
syn1pathy for all sides of the conflicts he encountered throughout the histori
cal record were deployed within the sustaining atlTIosphere of a metahistori
cal prefiguration of the historical field as a set of conflicts that nlust neces
sarily end in harlTIOniol1s resolutions, resolutions in which "nature" is finally 
supplanted by a t'society" that is as just as it is stable. TI1US, in his essay «rrhe 
Great Powers," Ranke wrote: 
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World history does not present such a chaotic tumult, warring, and planless suc
cession of states and peoples as appear at first sight. Nor is the often dubious 
advancement of civilization its only significance. There are forces and indeed 
spiritual, life-giving, creative forces, nay life itself, and there are moral energies, 
whose develop111ent vve see. They cannot be defined or put in abstract terms, but 
one can behold thenl and observe them. One can develop a sylnpathy for their 
existence. They unfold, capture the world, appear in nlanifold expressions, dispute 
with and check and overpower one another. In their interaction and succession, 
in their life, in their decline and rejuvenation, which then enconlpasses an ever 
greater fullness, higher inlportance, and wider extent, lies the secret of world 
history. [Von Laue ed., 217J 

Here the sanctioning Metaphor is manifestly Organicist, the eluphasis is on 
process itself; but the process indicated is not a siluple coming into being 
and passing avvay of things in tinle, in their o\vn time. Time itself is endowed 
with value by virtue of the perception of a progression toward a goal, even 
though the goal itself renlains unspecified and is characterized only as the 
achievenlen t of fornla1 coherence in general. 

The end or goal toward which the whole developlnent points is, however, 
specified in Ranke's "Dialogue on Politics." Pointing to the individual 
nation-states w'hich have taken shape over the long passage fronl late medie
val tinles to the Restoration, Ranke invoked a Metaphor of a celestial systenl 
to characterize the outco1ne of the historical process in Europe. 

These I11any separate, earthly-spiritual conlnluI1ities called forth by moral energy, 
grovving irresistibly, progressing amidst all the tUfInoil of the world towards the 
ideal, each in its o\vn \vay! Behold theIn, these celestial bodies, in their cycles, 
their ITIutual gravitation, their systenls! [180] 

Here the Organicist insight used to characterize the process of growth and 
developnlent gives place to a Mechanical one more adequate to the charac
teriza tion of a system in balance. The ilnage of the solar systenl has. the 
advantage of suggesting continued lllovement within the system. History is 
not conceived to COTIle to an end in Ranke's own tinle, but the movement is 
novv rule-governed, orderly. It is nl0vement within the confines of an 
achieved systeln of relationships which itself is no longer conceived to change. 

Ranke perceived the period before the French Revolution as one in which 
the forces at play were striving toward their own proper place in a systeln; 
the syste111 itself was being constituted, or was constituting itself by a process 
of conflict and rnediation. Ranke envisaged his own time, the postrevolution
ary age, as the tin1e in which the constitution of the systenl was at last 
achieved; in \vhich the systenl becan1c a self-balancing 11lcchanisnl, the 
appropriate general forn1 of \vhich \vas cOIllpleted. Movement, grovvth, and 
c1evelopI11cnt \~/cre conceived to continue, but on a basis quite different froln 
\vhat had been the case before the clen1ents in the systenl had been fully 
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constituted. Society finally replaced nature as the mediuIll within which his
tory 111USt operate for the realization of its immanent goal, the achievenlent 
of a full hU111anity. 

~ The "Gram111ar" of Historical Analysis 

For Ranke the historical process per se, as distinct from the total \vorld 
process, ,vas a perfectly stable field (its stability was guaranteed by God) 
populated by discrete objects (human beings, each one individually consti
tuted by God) which come together and combine into distinct entities (peo
ples, also individually constituted by God), \vhich in turn contrive specific 
institutions (churches and states) for the realization of their destinies as 
nations. I-IuDlan beings, as both individuals and as peoples, were conceived to 
by governed by natural, or animal, passion, and to be, as a consequence, 
naturally disorderly and destructive. But, according to Ranke, in two institu
tions, the church and the state, instrulllents are provided by which the direc
tionless energies of peoples can be channeled into hun1anly beneficial 
projects. 

Ranke did not concern himself with useless speculations on the origins of 
churches and states or the manner in which they were constituted at the 
beginning. The generally beneficial character of these two institutions he 
took to be a fact of history, a truth established not only by historical reflec
tion but also by quotidian experience. He was privately convinced that these 
institutions had been founded by God to inlpose order on a disorderly 
hUI11anity; and he thought that a dispassionate study of history would confirnl 
the generally beneficent role played by these two institutions in human life, 
which might suggest to the pious their divine origin. But it was not necessary 
to believe in their divinity to appreciate their ordering function in the lives 
of peoples. 1'hey constitute the sale ordering principles in historical time; it 
is through thenl that a tipeople" can direct its spiritual and physical energies 
tovvard the constitution of itself as a 4tnation." 

As thus envisaged, the forces of order and disorder which constitute the 
primary ternlS in the world process find their historical forms in churches 
and states on the one hand and in peoples on the other. These categories are 
not lllutually exclusive, becanse churches and states are ll1anned by hllnlan 
beings just as peoples are made up of hUI11an beings sharing a comnl0n dwell
ing place and a C01111110n cultural endowment in language, specific sets of 
cllsto111S, Inores, and the like. The consequence of this fact is that churches 
and states do not always n1ilitate on behalf of the principles of order and 
peaceful progress, but fronl tilne to tinle seek to exceed their natural 
spheres of authority_ For exalnple, the churchlnen n1ay attempt to usurp the 
authority of the state, vvith the result that the political strength, of a people 
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will decline; or stateslnen lllay seek to usurp all spiritual authority, with the 
result that the spiritual energy of the people will be diminished and the 
private lives of the citizens and n10rality in general will degenerate. At such 
tinles, the nation will be racked with civil strife and will invite conquest by 
neighboring nations which, because they have struck a more adequate bal
ance of political and ecclesiastical authority within the terms 'of their specific 
national "ideas," will be able to give unitary form and direction to their 
inherent impulse to growth and expansion at the weakened nation's expense. 
And, unless a nation so threatened can call upon reserves of spiritual or 
physical strength in such periods of crisis, unless it can institute reforms and 
re-establish the relationship between ecclesiastical and political institutions 
which is required by its informing "idea," disaster will result, and that 
nation's people will disappear fronl history to reappear no more. 

Again, a specific conception of the state or church may gain excessive 
power over the imaginations of ll1en everywhere and may expand its power 
beyond the confines of the people for WhOill it alone is suitable, constituting 
itself as a "universal church" (such as the Roman Catholic) or a "universal 
state" (such as the Sacrunl Imperium of the German people). This, in fact, 
is \vhat happened in the Middle Ages, Ranke believed, with the result that
as he put it-Upeaceful progress" was slowed down, the development of 
peoples into nation? was hindered, and culture languished in a Gothic gloom 
of indecision, anxiety, and fear. But, in the end, reformers appeared among 
all the various peoples which together constituted European civilization and 
attacked both the idea of a universal church and that of a universal state. 
Moreover, while holding firnl to the essential truth of the Christian religion 
and the essential unity of European culture, these reformers worked out 
fornls of ecclesiastical and political organization, and of the relations 
between them, that were adequate to the expression of the specific needs of 
the various peoples themselves, in accordance with the national "ideas" that 
informed them. 

This was the true significance of the Renaissance and Refornlation and of 
the era of religious \vars which fonowed. Durin~ this period, the "idea" of 
the nation emerged as the self-consciously governing principle of the various 
peoples of Europe, which constituted themselves as distinct nations with 
unique historical destinies and founded churches and states adequate to the 
direction of their energies in orderly and humanly beneficial ways. 

~ The "Syntax" of Historical Happening 

Once the peoples of Europe had constituted themselves as nations, with 
churches and states uniquely suited to their specific spiritual and physical 
needs, and \vithin the general European context of certain shared religious and 
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cultural attributes, European civilization entered a qualitatively new phase of 
historical development. The constitution of the peoples of Europe as distinct 
nation-states created the conditions for the enlergence of a conlpletely autono
Inous, progressive, and self-regulating systelTI of cultural organization. Once 
the various "ideas" of the variolls nations had emerged to consciousness in the 
various peoples of Europe, controls were autornatically established for regulat
ing relations aIllong people, church, and state within the nations on the one 
hand and al710ng the various nations thus constituted on the other. The system 
was not corllpletely worked out for nearly three centuries, and, before it was 
finished, it had to \vithstand attacks by the secular equivalents of the older, 
ll1edieval, universalist concept of social organization, the atten1pts at Euro
pean and even world hegemony by such political leaders as Charles V, Philip 
II, Louis XIV, the Jacobins, and Napoleon. But these bids for political 
hegenlony were frustrated by the operations of the principle of diversity-in
unity which Ranke took to be the distinct ul0de of social organization of the 
European system of nation-states. This luode found its overt expression in the 
elnergence of the principle of balance of IJower as the corollary of national 
differen tiation. 

J list as a nation found in its uidea" the nlechanislll for adjusting relations 
internally, among people, church, and state, so the "idea" of Europe func
tioned as the governing mechanis1l1 for adjusting relations externally, anlong 
the variolls "nations" which had taken shape out of the amorphous and heter
ogeneous world of the Middle Ages. Unlike ll1any of the Archaist Conserva
tives who saw nothing but evil in the French Revolution, Ranke granted that 
I11uch good had resulted froITl it. For example, as a result of the Revolution, 
the nations had COl1le into a final stage of self-consciousness, the great powers 
had found a COrnn1011 purpose in the rnaintenance of each by all the others, 
and European civilization had finally entered upon its n1illenniun1, in which 
"peaceful progress" could proceed indefinitely without real fear of revolution 
from below or of wars of total annihilation from without. Thus, in the Intro
duction to his essay "The Great Powers," Ranke wrote: "If the l1lain event of 
the hundred years before the French Revolution was the rise of the great 
powers in defense of European independence, so the 11lain event of the period 
since then is the fact that nationalities were rejuvenated, revived, and devel
oped anew" (215). His own age, he said, had "achieved a great liberation, 
not wholly in the sense of dissolution but rather in a creative, unifying sense. 
It is not enough to say that it called the great powers into being. It has also 
renewed the fundanlental principle of all states, that is, religion and law, and 
given ne\v life to the principle of each individual state" (216). 

It would seelll that, to Ranke, the constitution of self-regulating nation
states united in a larger COITIIllunity of self-regulating power relationships 
represented an end to history as nlen had hnown it up to that time. In short, 
history ended in the present for him; with the constitution of Europe at mid
nineteenth century, the basic form of all future development was fixed. The 
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systenl was in near-perfect balance; adjustments might be called for from time 
to tilne, just as Newton's systelll required the occasional intervention of the 
divine watchn1aker to set it right, and these adjustments would take the form 
of occasional civil disturbances or limited wars among the states. 

It is obviolls that Ranke's conception of European historical development 
can be dissociated from the enabling postulates of his total world view and 
judged on its o\vn lTIerits as an interpretation or as a schen1a for organizing 
the study of European history. And, by employing his own I11ethod of source 
criticisl11 and objective detern1ination of the facts, another historian could 
take issue with him over what constituted the components of the historical 
field and the possible modes of relationship arnong theln. Ranke himself was 
generous vvith critics of his work, who directed his attention not only to 
"facts" that he had overlooked in his characterization of specific periods, 
states, individuals, ideas, and so on, but also to whole categories of facts, such 
as econonlic ones, \vhich his systenl did not originally accommodate. But it 
is in1portant to recognize that one elen1ent in his system of historical inter
pretation functioned as nlore than a purely historical datum: this was his 
notion of the "idea of the nation." 

~ The "Selnantics" of Historical Interpretation 

The redundancy of nly characterization of the "notion" of the "idea of the 
nation" is required by the function which this notion serves in Ranke's 
systen1, for' the "idea of the nation" is not nlerely one idea alnong many 
vvhich men ll1ay have of the \vays of organizing human society; it is the sale 
possible principle of organizing them for the achievelTIent of "peaceful 
progress." In short, the "idea of the nation" was for Ranke not only a datulTI 
but also a value; Blare, it \vas the principle in virtue of which everything in 
history could be assigned a positive or a negative significance. Ranke revealed 
as nll1ch when he characterized the "idea of the nation" as eternal, change
less, a thought of God. He adnlitted that peoples may come and go, churches 
n1ay fornl and disappear, and states nlay arise and perish; and that it is the 
historian's task to chronicle their passage Of, in later times, to reconstruct 
theln in their individuality and uniqueness. But to grasp their essence, to 
perceive their individuality and uniqueness, is to seize the "idea" which 
informed them, which gave thenl their being as specific historical existents, 
and to find the unitary principle which nlade them a something rather than 
an anything. And this is possible only because the "idea" of a nation is time
less and eternal. 

But in principle this "idea" is knowable only as it is actualized in a specific 
historical form-that is, only insofar as a people actually succeeds in becoming 
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a specific nation. 1'his suggests that an peoples and all civilizations which have 
not yet arrived at the stage of self-realization represented by the nation-state 
exist in a kind of protohistorical night before the truly historical dawn of 
llloclern European history in the sixteenth century. And, to carry this diurnal 
Metaphor to its logical conclusion, it follows that the noontime of history is 
located in ]~anke's own present, when, out of the traluna of the Revolution, 
the self-regulating system of fully constituted European nation-states achieved 
a final forIn. In short, Ranke 11lade of the reality of his own tin1e the ideal for 
all tin1e. I-fe ad111itted the possibility of genuine transformation, revolution, 
convulsion, only for ages prior to his own; but the future for him was TI1erely 
an indefinite extension of his own present. 

Because the creation of a systern of self-regulating nation-states was for 
l{ankc the goal toward which everything tends, the final stasis toward which 
all 1110Vement points, he necessarily required that every other forIn of social 
organization be regarded as an in1perfect attempt to realize what he con
ceived actually to have been achieved in his own present. And he was conse
quently forced to maintain that, once this present has taken shape, no further 
forn1s of social organization can en1erge. Like l-Iegel, Tocqueville, and Marx, 
the only alternative forn1 of social organization that he could conceive was 
international, or transnational, based on SaIne cosll1opolitan or universal prin
ciple. But he ruled out this possibility on the basis of an appeal to history 
itself: such universal £orn1s had been tried in the Middle Ages-in the univer
sal church and the Sacrum In1perium-anc1 found wanting; they had therefore 
been pernlanently superseded. Ranke adn1itted the possibility of attelnpts to 
revive these universalist fOrITIS of c0I11munity in the future; and he saw sllch 
attempts in Liberalism, Den10cracy, Socialism, and Communism. But he 
regarded such moven1ents as being, like war itself, ll1crely occasions for the 
strengthening and further articulation of the eternally viable national "idea." 

~ The C011SerV(ltive In1plications of Ranke's Idea of History 

In the Politische GeslJrache Ranke argued that \vars do not detern1ine "the 
£orn1s of internal political organization" but only "their modifications." In 
"The C;reat Powers" he likened his own age to that of the I-Iel1enistic period. 
The Hellenistic period, he wrote, 

provides n1any similarities to our own, a highly developed common culture, mili
tary science, and action and interaction of cOlnplicatecl foreign relations, also the 
great irnportance of the trading interests and of finance, rivalry of industries, and 
a flowering of the exact sciences based on l11athematics. But those' [Hellenistic] 
states, produced by the enterprise of a conqueror and the dissension among his 
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successors, had neither possessed nor been able to attain any individual principles 
of existence. They were based upon soldiers and money alone. It was for that very 
reason that they were so soon dissolved and at last entirely disappeared. [217] 

By contrast, Ranke's O\\1n age had been enlivened to the creative power of 
"moral strength" and "the principle of nationality." "What would have 
become of our states," he asked, "if they had not received new life from the 
national principle on which they were based? It is inconceivable that any 
state could exist \vithout it." (Ibid.) It was thus conceivable, Ranke inlplied, 
that, as long as the principle of national self-identity could be maintained, the 
system of self-regulating nation-states would also continue to exist. 

Ranke made it plain that he considered it the task of the historian to write 
history in such a way as to re-enforce the principle of nationality as the sole 
safeguard against a fall into barbarism. And, in a passage which he subse
quently omitted fronl his own edition of his Collected Works, he made it 
plain that for hirn a systenl of nation-states could, like a conversation among 
the gods, last forever. To the question of whether the system of nation-states 
might not hinder the development of a world conlmunity, he replied that 
civilization itself depended upon diversity and division. 

There would be only a disagreeable nlonotony if the different literatures should let 
their individual characters be blended and melted together. No, the union of all 
must rest upon the independence of each single one. Then they can stimulate one 
another in lively fashion and forever, without one dominating or injuring the 
others. 

It is the sanle with states and nations. Decided, positive prevalence of one would 
bring ruin to the others. A lnixture of thenl all would destroy the essence of each 
one. Out of separation and independent developnlent will emerge the true har
nlony. [218] 

In short, Ranke did not entertain the possibility of new forms of community 
in \vhich Illen might be politically united and freed of the restrictions placed 
upon them by national states and churches. This is at once the measure and 
the form of his Conservatisnl. Because the "idea of the nation" functions as 
an absolute value in his theory of history, the very notions of universality and 
individual freedom are seen as alternatives to history itself. These are iden ti
fied-as in Call1us later-with the principles of totalitarianism on the one 
hand and anarchy on the other. And, similarly, the "idea of the nation" func
tions to discourage any (social scientific) search for universal laws of human 
association and conlportment. Such a search would necessarily bring into ques
tion the value of nationally provided characteristics, would in short reveal the 
purely historical nature of national characteristics, and would require the "idea 
of the nation" itself to be treated as merely an idea. Th,at is, it would require 
that the "idea of the nation" be treated as "vhat, in fact, it is, a concept of 
association which took shape during a particular period of world history, in a 
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particular tinle and place; which assu111ed a specific institutional and cultural 
forIn bet\veen the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries; and which, therefore, 
lllight conceivably give place to sonle other concept of human association, 
such as class, race, or Inerely hUlnan capacities for creative sublinlation of 
man's destructive energies in the future. 

Ranke regarded human problenls as soluble only within the context of the 
nation and the institutions fornlcc1 in the nation for those restraining i111pulses 
which he took to be inevi ta bly destructive in their inl1nedia te forrns of expres
sion. He regarded anything that threatened the authority of the church (such 
as InaterialisIll and rationalisnl), of the state (such as capitalisln, inlperialisnl, 
raCiSI1l, or Liberalisl1l), or of the nation (snch as Socialisl1l, COlllnlunisl1l, or 
eCll1nenical religion) as a threat to civilization itself. He saw any 1110vement 
which vested faith in a liberated hunlan nature as little nlore than sentimental 
hUll1anitarianisTI1. And, insofar as any such movenlents sought to establish 
thenlselves by revolutionary 111eanS, he saw thenl as the forces \vhich the state 
and the church had been established to suppress. 

1'hus, insofar as l~anke took the church and the state, on the one hand, and 
the people, on the other, as givens in his systenl, as discrete entities with ob
serva ble and deternlina ble characteristics, and charged the historian to recon
struct the lvays in which these entities caIne together to form national conl-
111unities with individual national "ideas" as their infornling principles, his 
ideal of "objective" historical investigation was perfectly satisfactory. But, at 
any place in the historical record where such entities as states, churches, 
peoples, and nations constituted "probleTIls" rather than "data," his enlpirical 
111ethod could not possibly work. Historical investigation could proceed on the 
basis of the Rankean method where social establishnlents \vere already solidly 
enough established as to be able to offer their conception of what constituted 
the real nature of I1lan, the state, and the church as a precritically affirnled 
rule for directing the historian's research. Where such social establishnlents 
had not yet taken shape or were beginning to weaken or totter, and the 
principles of social organization ceased to be self-evidently provided to the 
professional establishnlent, and the problem of what constituted the best fornl 
of hUI1lan COIUUlunity vvas raised, other methods of investigating both the 
presen t and the past, other conceptual categories for characterizing the 
historical process, were caned for. 1'he search for these other ll1ethods and 
these other conceptual categories generated the new social sciences 'Nhich took 
shape in the last three decades of the nineteenth century. These new social 
sciences were, as a rule, concerned vvith historical problenls, but they were 
uniformly hostile to what had by that time come to be called the historical 
method. For, by this tin1e, the historical lnethod was the Rankean Inethod, 
not illerely with its naive inductionisrn, but above all with its presupposition 
that the nation was the sole possible unit of social organization (and the sole 
desirable one) and its conviction that, therefore, national groups constituted 
the sale viable units of historical investigation. 
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~ History Emplotted as Comedy 

It \vill be noted that in one sense Ranke lends hilTIself to general characteriza
tion more easily than does l\1ichelet, and yet, in another sense, less easily. 
'rhis is because the plot structure of history written in the Comic I1lode is 
forn1ally l1lore coherent on the story level of the narrative than Romantic 
history is likely to be. The plot of Michelet's history of France describes the 
gradual rise of the protagonist (the French people) to a full sense of its own 
essential nature and to a full, though nl0Inentary, achievement of its inherent 
unity against the blocking figures, institutions, and traditions seeking to frus
trate its growth and self-realization. But the purity of this line of ascent is 
obscured by the Metaphorical characterizations of its component points, each 
of \vhich nlust be Hlore dazzling, Dlore extreme, more comprehensive and 
intense, in order to inlage the higher stage at which the protagonist arrives 
with each of its successive triul1lphs. Moreover, since Michelet wrote the his
tory of this process of ascent from the far side of its culmination, in the aware
ness of a subsequent fall froll1 the apex attained, by the betrayal of the ideals 
of the Revolution, the effort to capture the purity, brilliance, and sanctity of 
the climactic n10ment could be sustained only by the most tortuous poetic 
projections onto a receding shore where the events themselves occurred. 

Like Ranke, Michelet was a historian of the Restoration, though he experi
enced that period of history in which he wrote in a way precisely opposed to 
Ranke's experience of it. \Vhat Michelet suffered as a fall away from the ideal, 
a postcoital depression, as it \vere, Ranke enjoyed as a consumlnation, but a 
consulnn1ation in the literal sense of the ternl. It was not, as in Michelet's 
conception of the revolutionary n1oment, a point at which unity was achieved 
by the elill1ina tion of the barriers which had been artificially erected to pro
hibit the people's union with itself, but was rather a genuine integration of 
elements formerly at odds with themselves and with one another within a 
higher form of comnlunity, the nation-state and the international system in 
vvhich each nation-state had its place and functioned as a necessary part of the 
whole. 

The Organicist apprehension of the historical process offered by Herder was 
still present in Ranke's work as the lVletaphor by which the process as a whole 
was to be comprehended. But it had been sublin1ated into the Conlic plot 
structure by which the story told about European history was to be compre
hended as a story figuring a specific meaning. This plot structure was itself 
11lore conlplex than that which infornled and gave a secondary meaning to the 
Romantic histories of Michelet. 

l\t1ichelet en1plotted history as a Manichean conflict in which protagonist 
and antagonist are locked in mortal cOlnbat and in which one or the other 
must be eliminated in order for the story to find its culmination, as an 
epiphany either of redenlption or of damnation. But Ranke set the spectacle 
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of conflict within an apprehension of the larger unities which struggles 
between protagonists and antagonists bring about, and he stressed what was 
to be gained by the social order in general by the fact of struggle itself. The 
inlage of the final unity of hUlnanity \vas displaced to a point at the end of 
historical tilne to serve as the envisioned goal that faith or inlagination 111ay 
conceive the process to be Illoving toward; and prinlary significance was 
accorded to the fornls of social unity already achieved in the institutions and 
nations created out of the process of millennial conflict which extended fronl 
the I~Iigh Middle Ages to the Restoration itself. 

rrhe ternary I110Venlent of COB1edy, froll1 a condition of apparent peace, 
through the revelation of conflict, to the resolution of the conflict in the estab
lishnlcnt of a genuinely peaceful social order, pern1itted Ranke to delineate, 
self-confidently and convincingly, the n1ain units of time into which the gross 
historical process can be divided. rrhe fact that the telnporal process can be so 
surely elnplotted inspires confidence in Ranke's acceptance of the political 
and social fOf111S of his own tiI11e as the "natural" units of historical analysis 
by vvhich to 111ap the historical field considered as a spatial, or synchronic, 
structure. 

Western European civilization is divided into its Latinate and Gernlanic 
cultural substrata, and these are further divided into the fanlilies of languages 
found in cacho rrhese falnilies of languages serve as the basis of the symbiotic 
relationship, between culture and nature at different places in Europe, by 
which the peoples are constituted. Then, within the nations, specific forms of 
political and ecclesiastical organization, adequate to the organization and 
expression of the different peoples' peculiar virtues and powers, are postulated. 
'Illen, arnong the nations thenlselves a particular I110dality of rela tionship~ 
expressed in the notion of the balance of power~is invoked as the end toward 
which all of the conflicts anlong the nations have been pointing. Parts are 
analyzed out of wholes, and then wholes are reconstituted out of the parts in 
the course of the narrative actually written, so that the gradual revelation of 
the relationship which parts bear to wholes is experienced as the explanation 
of 1vhy things halJ/Jened as they did. 

The Illode of tropological characterization which sanctions these strategies 
of explanation is Synecdoche. The "lllethodological projection" of this trope is 
that Organicis111 which modern historians of historical thought have identified 
as "l-listorism." Ranke's explanations of why things happened as they did thus 
resenlble Michelet's on one level, that on which the event to be explained is 
set within its context by the identification of all the strands that give to the 
event the "texture" of a particularity. But the characterization of a given 
context~such as that of "the Middle Ages/' or "the Reforlnation," or "the 
seventeenth century," and so on~provides the reader with the sense of a suc
cession of formal coherencies through \vhich the action moves in such a way 
as to suggest the integration of the parts with a larger historical whole, which 
is the fornl of European civilization itself in its latest phase. 
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Just as the narrative has story elements that provide answers to the questions 
"What happened next?" and "How did it all COllle out in the end?" as well as 
plot elements that provide the answ'er to the question "What's the point of it 
all?" so, too, the explanatio,n moves on two levels. On one level the question 
"What happened?" is answered by the insertion of an event or set of events 
within a context by the discrimination of the strands that link the event to 
other events, providing thereby an impression of a rich texture of occurrence 
which is not susceptible to any nomological explanation. On another level the 
question "Why did it happen as it did?" is answered by the movement from 
one context, considered as an achieved form, to another in such a way as to 
shovv the higher integration of phenomena with one another in each successive 
stage-in the TIlode of Organicisnl. Denial that the Form of Forms~ can be 
known to the historian has the effect of endowing the latest stage of the 
process, that in which the achieved fornlal coherence of the historian's o\vn 
tilne is postulated, with the status of putative telos, end, or purpose of all 
preceding stages. In short, the historical field is first surveyed as a conlplex of 
dispersed events related to one another only by the strands and threads that 
make thenl an arras web of event-context relationships; the field is then 
ennlapped as a pattern of integrated totalities that bear the relationship of 
micro'Cosm-nlacrocosnl, or part-\vhole, to one another-and always in such a 
way as to suggest that the latest formal coherence discernible in history is the 
suprenle form of social and cultural organization that can be legitimately 
perceived in the process at large. 

Ranke conceived history, then, in the mode of Synecdoche. Translated into 
a method, this permitted him to elnplot it in the mode of Comedy and to 
explain it in the manner of Organicism. If, however, we desire a formal 
defense of both the nlode of emplotlnent and the nl0de of explanation which 
give to Ranke's historiography its distinctive characteristics as a putatively 
"realistic" science, we must look elsewhere than to Ranke's works. This 
defense was provided as early as 1821, by the statesnlan, philosopher, and 
scientist Wilhelm von Humboldt, in an essay (originally delivered as a lecture 
in Berlin) entitled "On the Tasks of the Historian." 

~ The Formal Defense of Organicism as Historical Method 

Momigliano named Ranke, along with Boeckh and Droysen, as an "ideal 
pupil" of Humboldt (105). And, recently, George Iggers explicated the simi
larities of their vie\vs on such subjects as the nature of historical thought, the 
state, society, and the future of European culture (chaps. III-IV). HUlnboldt's 
essay, ho\vever, will reward further scrutiny as a formal defense of the explana
tory principles vvhich Ranke combined with his Comic emplotment of history 
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in order to derive specifically Conservative ideological principles froll1 the 
"objective" consideration of the Udata" of history. 

HU111boldt began with an explicit denial that the historian can aspire to a 
n0111ological c0111prehension of history; instead, he argued, the I110st the 
historian can hope for is "a sinlple presentation" of "vvhat actually happened" 
( 57 ). This does not luean, of course, that the historian is "merely receptive 
and reproductive." On the contrary, he rnust be "hin1self active and creative" 
because: events are only "partially visible in the world of the senses; the rest 
has to be added by intuition, inference, and guesswork"; the "lnanifestations 
of an event are scattered, disjointed, isolated"; and the essential "unity" of 
this "patch\vork" of events "ren1ains ren10vcd frOIn direct observation." (57-
58) Observation alone, I-Iuluboldt stressed, can give only "the circurnstances 
which either acco1l1pany or follow one another"; it cannot penetrate to the 
~'inner causal nexus" on which the "inner truth" of a set of events iiis solely 
dependent" (58). What observation reveals is a field of objects incompletely 
perceived and a cOIllplex of relationships that are apparently Cllnbignol1s, the 
individual clusters of events appearing, "as it were, rather like the clouds which 
take shape for the eye only at a distance" (ibid.). 

rT'hc "inner truth" of these clusters of events is the t'shape" which the histo
rian, utilizing a faculty rather like that of the poet, gives to thenl. As tIUD1-
boldt said, the historian nlust usc his "ilnagination" to "reveal the truth of an 
event by presentation, by filling in and connecting the disjointed fragments of 
direct observation." But, unlike the poet, the historian Inay not use "pure 
fantasy." He Blust instead call upon a uniquely historical 1110de of cOITIprehen
sian, which I-flllllboldt called the t'conI1cctivc ability." (58-59) T'his connec
tive ability is a product, fIll111boldt suggested, of the historian's application of 
"I 1 r ." b k 1 . f 1 '" I 't' t le aws or necessIty to serve as a fa e on t 1e operatIons 0 t le 1n(111 lve 
faculty" (ibid.) 7 vvhich I11eans that the historian 11lUSt follow 'ttWQ methods ... 
Si1111tltaneously in the approach to historical truth: ... the exact, in1partial, 
critical investigation of events . , , [and] the connecting of the events 
explored" (59). 

But the connective ability lllust not be extended to the lvhole historical 
process, heca use the historical field is a 

vast, serried tllDll0il of the affairs of this world, in part arising out of the nature of 
the soil, hU111an nature, and the character of nations and individuals, in part 
springing up out of nowhere as if planted by a 111iracle, dependent on powers 
din11y perceived and visibly activated by eternal ideas rooted deeply in the soul 
of Illan~all [of which] C0l11pOSCS an infinitude vvhich the I11ind can never press 
into a single forn1. [60] 

And the historian's willingness to halt short of the inlposition of a single form 
upon the whole historical field, contenting hinlself with the ilnposition of 
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provisional, middle-range formal coherencies 011 finite provinces of the field, 
luakes his calling a specifically "realistic" one. 

The historian must strive, HUlllboldt said, Uto awaken and to s~imulate a 
sensibility for reality." In fact, he maintained, "the essential element" in 
which historians operate is "the sense of reality," which is defined as "the 
a wareness of the transience of existence in tinle and of dependence upon past 
and present causes" and, at the same time, "the consciousness of spiritual 
freedolTI and the recognition of reason." Only this dual a\vareness of temporal 
transience and causality on the one hand and consciousness of spiritual free
donl on the other pernlits the historian to "compose the narrative of events in 
such a way that the reader's enlotions will be stirred by it as if by reality itself." 
(Ibid. ) 

The nl0st interesting aspect of this conception of historical realism is that 
on the face of it it hardly differs from the Ronlantic "Chaos of Being" notion 
of history advanced by Carlyle. The realism of historical knowledge appears to 
consist in the historian's nlaintaining in the mind of the reader the paradox 
that hunlan life is both free and deterlnined. In fact, HllInboldt specifically 
denied that historical knowledge might be used to instruct the present as to 
"what to do and what to avoid." But, at the same tilne, he refused to accept 
the notion that historical kno\vledge consists only of that "sYlupathy" which 
the ROlllantics' "poetic" conception of it put at its center. History, Humboldt 
said, is useful by virtue of "its power to enliven and refine our sense of acting 
on reality," but this power is n1anifested more in its provision of 4~the form 
attached to events" than in the siluple apprehension of the events them~ 
selves. (61) And here the Synecdochic presuppositions of his conception of 
historical explana bon becoDle ll1anifest. A historical explanation, he argued, is 
the representation of the fornl to be discerned in a set of events, a representa
tion in \vhich "every event" is shown to be a "part of a whole," or in which 
"every event described" is shown to reveal the ~'form of history per se" (ibid.). 

Although Humboldt conceived historical representation to consist in the 
revelation of "the true forn1 of events" and the "inner structure" of the whole 
set of events contained in a narrative, it is obvious that what he intended was 
a Synecdochic operation in which all events are conceived to bear a relation
ship to the \vhole which is that of InicrocOSI1l to ll1acrocosm. But he saw that, 
in this vie\v, a historical representation, or mimesis, Blust be a reproduction, 
not of the events thenlselves in their particularity, but of the formal coherence 
of the total fabric of events, which, if fully carried out, would result in "philos
ophy of history." This is vvhy he distinguished between two kinds of mimesis: 
the luere copying of the external shape of a thing and the figuring of its 
"inner forn1." The forn1er operation merely reproduces the contours of an 
object, as a draftslllan Inight do, \vhile the latter provides a model of the pro
portion and synl111etry of it, as the true artist does. (61-62) The latter opera
tion requires that the artist hinlself provide "the idea" which can transform a 
body of data into a specific fornlal coherence. It was this "idea" which per-
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Initted I-IuI11boldt to distinguish between the truth of a photographic reproduc
tion on the one hand and the tttruth of form" on the other (63). When applied 
to historical rcpresen ta tion, of course, this distinction throws the historian 
open to the kind of subjectivity and relativislll which R0111antics like Michelet 
invoked to justify their notions of "sy111pathy" as a proper guide to historical 
understanding. But Hlllllboldt resisted this fall into subjectivity by raising the 
question of (\vhether there are ideas capable of guiding the historian and, if 
so, of what kind" (ibid.). 

In the passages irnnlediately following those just cited, Humboldt revealed 
the essentially Classical, and ultinlately Aristotelian, bases of his conception 
of historical kno\vledge by distinguishing between "ideas" in an ae'sthetic, a 
philosophical, and a historical sense. !\nd he did this in such a \vay as to pernlit 
the identification of historical knovvledge with the kind of knowledge which 
Aristotle specifically consigned to poetry. The kind of understanding which the 
historian has of reality, he argued, is not the kind clainled by the R0111antic 
artist, which is a purely subjective knowledge, or an expression of a subjective 
cn10tional state, but rather an apprehension of the world which might have 
existed at the interior of the events that appear in the historical record. 

Flistorians, I-Iunlboldt said, seek the truth of an event "in a way sin1ilar to 
the artist," who seeks t'the truth of forn1" (64). In history, "understanding" is 
"the c0111bined product of [the event's] constitution and the sensibility 
applied by the beholder" (ibid.). 'There is, he suggested, an elective affinity 
between the nature of historical events and the modes of cOlllprehension 
which the historian brings to bear upon such events. Historical events are 
ll1anifcsta tiOl1S of the tensiOns which exist between achieved forllls of life and 
tendencies conducing to the transfornlations of those fOfIllS; historical cOll1pre
hension consists of the twofold apprehension of those «forces" which conduce 
to the production of novelties in society and culture and those "trends" which 
bind individualities into larger unities of thonght, feeling, and will (ibid.). 
'['his is why "historical, truth" is, "generally speaking, Bluch lllore threatened 
by philosophical than by artistic handling" (ibid.). 

Philosophy, in I-Itllnboldt's vievv, al\vays seeks to reduce the totality to the 
status of a COnSU111111ation of an integrative process that is teleological in 
nature. T'he historian, on the other hand, must deal not with ultin1ate ends or 
COnSn111Inations hut rather with trends and processes. And, in his handling 
of these trends and processes, he must not in1pose his notions of what they 
luight 11ltirnately ilnport 'upon then1, but rather should perluit the "ideas" 
which give to then1 their forn1al coherence to "elnerge fron1 the I11aSS of the 
events thenlselves, Of, to be lnore precise, originate in the mind through C011-

tClnplation of these events undertaken in the true historical spirit" (ibid.). 
'fhe historian I1111St therefore at once '':bring'' the forills of ('ideas" to his 
"observations" of the events of world history and Uabstract" that "form fronl 
the events themselves" (ibid.). rrhis ll1ay seenl like a "contradiction," HU111-

boldt adn1itted, but actually, he said, all "understanding" presupposes an "orig-
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inal, antecedent congruity between subject and object"; it always consists of 
"the a pplica tion of a pre-existent general idea to something new and specific" 
( 65). And, in the case of historical understanding, that pre-existent general 
idea consists of the operations of the "human heart," which provide at once 
the bases of historical existence and those of the consciousness necessary for its 
conlprehension (ibid.). 

Only the 1110St generous critic could concede to this argument any claim 
to the rigor that a genuine philosophical analysis ought to display. Actually, 
it repeatedly raises the possibility of a scientific conception of historical expla
nation only to dissolve that possibility in the denial of the adequacy of any 
causal, or nOlll0logical, explanation to the attainnlent of historical truth. This 
was the Blain thrust of H U111 bold t' s desire to sever historical reflection froIll 
philosophy and to bring it closer to his conception of art as a strictly nlimetic 
activi ty. He located historical knowledge between the chaos of data which the 
unprocessed record presents to perception and the ideal of a science of laws by 
which that chaos l11ight be submitted to order and comprehension, and then 
denied to the historian the possibility of aspiring to any nonlological compre
hension of the forces dOIl1ina ting the historical process. He fell back upon an 
analogy bet\veen art and historiography, but invoked a conception of art 
which assunles the adequacy of the ideas of for111 contained in the imagination 
to the representation of the fornls of things nlet with in individuated being. 
The resultant theory of historical kno\vledge was ForInist in nature and typo
logical in implication, but the nlystery of historical being was left undissolved 
and its chaos \vas reduced to a general formal coherence of the sort envisaged 
by Neo-Classical art as the highest goal it might aspire to. The Romantic and 
Subjective Idealist conception of the extent to \vhich the l1lind in1poses fornl 
upon perception and, in that distortion of reality, achieves its humanization, 
"vas ignored. HUll1boldt reasserted the fiction of the perfect consonance of 
consciousness and being, promoted by Leibniz and Herder, but in a nluch less 
'111etaphysical and less angular fornl. 

Thus, HUillboldt argned, the historian "conceives for himself a general pic
ture of the for111 of the connection of an events" from which he can derive a 
picture of the essential connection of the events that nlake up the historical 
process (ibid.; italics added). But he excluded three conceptions of connected
ness in history as inadequate to the proper cOlllprehension of its subject of 
study. These ,vere the 11lechanistic, the physiological, and the psychological 
approaches to history, \vhich, in his view, concentrate on causal connection to 
explain what actually happens in the historical process (66-67). Humboldt's 
objections to these three approaches turned upon their inability to achieve a 
point of view "outside the compass of the finite," from vvhich "every part of 
world history" can be cOIllprehended and d0111inated (67). Here he offered 
his own doctrine of ideas, based on the notion of the adequacy of generaliza
tions derived fronl reflection on the totality of the hunlan heart's operations 
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to the totality of events contained in world history, as a basis for a distinc
tively ~'historical" apprehension of reality. 

The parts of world history 111Ust be~HLlI11boldt said-integrated into a 
vision of the vvhole, conceived 011 the basis of a notion of ('world governance" 
or the idea that the whole historical process 111anifests the operations of a 
higher principle of unity, the IJrecise nature of which cannot be specified but 
the existence of 1tvhich can be inferred frOll1 evidence that is historically under
stood. 

It would appear, then, that the historian can aspire no more to the identifica
tion of the necessary conditions of enlcrgent novelty than to the detern1ina
tion of their sufficient conditions. In principle it is asserted that the 
CirCU111stances thcnlselvcs can never account for the appcarance of new £or111s 
in the historical process. And, since it is the purpose of science to determine 
both the necessary and sufficient conditions for an event's occurrence, it would 
appear that the historian's search for such conditions is ruled out frolll the 
beginning. What the historian is left with in the presence of such novelties is 
wonder and the task of "represcnting" thenl in tcrnlS of the fornlal coherence 
they offer to a consciousness historically conditioned to their apprehension. 

But, if this ll1ethod is \vell suited to the appreciation of the cOIning into 
being of such novelties in history, it has no way~any 1110re than Herder had
of accounting for their dissolution. 

Hlll11boldt gave as cxanlplcs of "the creation of energies, of phen0111ena 
for the explanation of which attendant circunlstances are insufficient," the 
eruption of art .: 'in its pure for1n" in Egypt and the sudden dcvelop111en t of a 
"freer art" alTlOng the Greeks (68). I-Iu111boldt conceived the Greek achieve
lYlcnt especially as 111iraclllolls; there can be no "explanation" of it, for it 
represents a purely "individual" achievenlent of "individuality." The histo
rian's task, in the presence of this 111iracle, is not to explain it, then, but siulply 
to represent it for what it is~that is, a 111anifestation of an essential human 
freedoI11. (Ibid.) At the sanle tinlC, the historian 111USt adnlit that the effect of 
this 11liracle did not last, that Greek culture degenerated and passed away_ Its 
dissolution is attributed to the involvenlent of its idea in the forms of phen0l11-
enal existence, and so a 111aterial and causal explanation of its dissolution is 
tacitly sanctioned by HU111boldt. (Ibid.) 

The notion is a curious onc, inasmuch as phen0111ena are conceived to be 
governed by one rule in their process of actualization and by another in their 
process of dissolution, by a uniquely Uspiritual" force in the first case and by 
specifically ll1aterial, physiological, and psychological forces in the second. This 
has the effect of endowing the process of gernlination, birth, and growth with 
greater value than that granted IT1atllration, degeneration, and dissolution, a 
strange aSYITlll1etry which is explicable only by the presu111ption of a need to 
overbalance historical consciousness in a specifically optinlistic and sanguine 
direction. a1~be taking of the first step, the first flashing of the spark" ~that is 
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to say, the enlergent reality-is "miraculous" in Greek history, not that 'W'hich 
passes into obscurity at the same tinle the new makes its appearance. Without 
this "taking of the first step," HUlllboldt said, "favorable circun1stances could 
not beconle operative, and no amount of practice or of gradual improvement, 
even for centuries, vvould lead to any fulfillment." (Ibid.) 

The value attached to emergent novelty leads to the conception of the his
torical process as one in which the spirit can be set over against matter as form 
to content, the interchange of which is governed by the anomalous power of 
the former. Humboldt wanted to thro\v the "weight-of-lueaning feeling" back
ward onto the early stages of the process. But this desire was not fully justified 
by his characterization of the process of birth, gro\vth, and decay in historical 
tinle. 

The "idea" of a thing, he said, must be entrusted to an "individual spiritual 
force." Its individuation, however, is the occasion for its dissolution, since by 
its very individuation the spiritual force falls under the sway of the laws that 
govern phenolllenal existence. Its eternal value is transmitted into a temporal 
finitude and indentured to a degenerative process. But, he insisted, its passing 
away in tinle ll1Ust be conceived, not as evidence of the detern1inate nature of 
historical existence, but rather as an epiphany of the spirit's capacity to seek its 
articulation in the phenomenal sphere; its articulation and dissolution are 
seen as evidence of the spirit's "independence" of phenomenal ca l1sality, not 
as evidence of the operations of causal laws in it. (6<t) The movement of the 
idea to its full articulation in time and space is conceived, not as a develop
lllent in time and space, but as a lTIOVement from "inner" to "outer" being. 

HUlnboldt \vanted to establish this 1110vement from inner to outer as the 
form of historical developlTlent \vithout specifying the end toward which the 
\vhole developlllent tends and falling thereby into Idealisnl and a "philo
sophical" conception of historical knowledge. What he seelued to say was that 
thought permits us to conceive history in an "Idealistic" manner but not to 
comprehend the various fOf111S of historical existence under the terlTIS of an 
Idealistic vision of the vvhole. l-Iere we are met with that "Formalism" in 
historical thought which Hegel conden1ned for the intellectual and nloral 
anlbiguity it fostered. l'his ambiguity becanle manifest in Humboldt's thought 
when, at the end of his essay, he granted that we may perceive, across the 
trends and emergent energies appearing in history, "ideal forms which, 
although they do not constitute hUlllan individuality, are related to it, if only 
indirectly." He professed to perceive such ideal fornls in language itself, which 
"reflects" both "the spirit of its people" and "an earlier, more independent 
base," which is "B1ore influential than influenced," so that "every important 
language appears as a unique vehicle for the creation and cOlnmunication of 
ideas." (70) And £ro111 this analogy Humboldt went on to remark on the 
luanner in which "original and eternal ideas of everything that can be thought 
to achieve existence and power" do so "in a luanner even more pure and 
complete: they achieve beauty in all spiritual and corporeal shapes, truth in 
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the ineluctable working of every force according to its innate law, and justice 
in the inexorable process of events which eternally judge and punish them~ 
selves" (Ibid.; italics added) . 

But he denied the capacity of hUlnan judgen1ent to perceive the "plans of 
the governance of the world directly." It can at 1110st, he said, 'tdivine them in 
the ideas through vvhich they 111anifest then1selves." (Ibid.) ffhis permitted 
hinl to conclude that "the goal of history" 11ll1St be t<:the actualization of the 
idea \v hich is to be realized by 111ankind in every way and in all shc1/JeS in vvhich 
the finite forIn ll1ay enter into union with the idea." rIlle whole process can 
end only at the point where "the finite forl11" and '~the idea" are united and 
"where both are no longer capable of further lTIutual integration." (Ibid.; 
italics added) 

Returning, then, to his original c0I11parison of the historian to the artist, 
11lunbolc1t asserted that "what knowledge of nature and ... of organic struc
tures are to the latter, research into the forces appearing in life as active and 
guiding [principles] is to the fornler." What the artist perceives as ~'proportion, 
syn1111etry, and the concept of pure fornl," the historian perceives as "the ideas 
which unfold thenlselves ... in the nexus of world events without, how"ever, 
being part of [those events J." (Ibid.) And this gave Hlunboldt the basis for 
his "final, yet sinlplest solution to the [problem of the] historian's task," 
which is "the presentation of the struggle of an idea to realize itself in actu
ality" (ibid.). 

rrhe erl1phasis should be placed on the word "struggle," for, as I-Iulnboldt 
said, the idea will not always succeed on its first attenlpt to realize itself; it 
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resisting lnattcr" in which it seeks its actualization (ibid.). But that the series 
of tragedies vvhich the failure of the idea to actualize itself In~y go through 
111Ust be conceived as an ultilnately COl1lic process was a foregdne conclusion 
with hinl because "no event is separated cOl1lpletely fron1 the general nexus 
of things"; the whole is governed by a freedol1l which the part only din11y 
figures in its process of actualization. lnns, the e111phasis is shifted to the free
don1 contained in the whole~that is, to the phenonlena of change and enler~ 
gence~and provides all the l1lore reason for resisting interest in any lisearch 
for the coherent pattern of the whole." To search for the pattern of the whole 
would be to inlpute determinancy to it. 

We can see frorn this consideration of HU111boldt's conception of history 
the relationship which l\anke and the acaden1ic historiography he represents 
bear to the Organicist approach of lIerder. l'here has been a shift of emphasis. 
1'his shift consists of a diminution of the in1pulse to seek evidences of a total 
integrdtion of the historical world which was still predol11inant in Herder's 
thinking. A l=t'orlnist conception of explanation has been substituted for the 
Organicist conception which I-Ierder openly advocated. Consequently, there 
is a loosening of the texture of the historical field and a dinlTI1ing of the 
illlpulse to seek general understanding of the processes vvhich characterize it 



186 METAHISTORY 

as a total field of happening or occurrence. But the general framework, the 
11lythic significance, the essentially Comic nature of the mode by which those 
processes are to be emplotted, re111ains intact. The transition can be character
ized as a nlodifica tion in which the impulse to explanation is su blirna ted to a 
desire sinlply to describe the process as it unfolds before the historian's gaze. 
The meaning of the process remains the same. It is conceived as a Comic 
dranla, the resolution of which is yet to be realized. But the maintenance of 
the Comic franle, which is no\v presupposed, permits the events that occur 
within the frame to be apprehended in a specifically optimistic 111ood. By 
leaving the ending of the dralna unspecified, while at the sanle time affirming 
the necessity of believing that the \vhole process imports a drama of specif
ically Conlic resolution, struggle and conflict can be entertained as genuine 
elen1ents of historical reality without in any way attributing to those elements 
the possibility of their trilunph in history in the long run. Every defeat of an 
aspiration is regarded as only an occasion for the further working up of the 
idea contained in it so that its ultinlate triulllph in reality will be assured. 

Evil, pain, and suffering can be entertained lllerely as occasions for the spirit 
to achieve its n1any possible actualizations in time. The blocking characters 
in the historical drallla are real enough, but their function is now seen to be 
that of providing the occasions on which the spirit succeeds in overconling the 
conditions of its 0\\,11 actualization. Every past conflict between nlan and 
111an, nation and ncltiol1, or class and class can be distanced and contemplated 
in the full self-certitude of the trilunph of beauty, truth, and justice in the 
long run. The Conlic inlport of the whole dranla is not made an object of 
reflection, as it is in Hegel's thought, but is sin1ply presupposed as an end 
\vhich \ve can apprehend frOll1 our position within history, the actual cOlnpre
hension of \vhich nlust aW'ait the '!integration" of "finite shapes" and "form" 
in the last scene of the last act. I-fow the whole process works is only generally 
kno\vn and only generally kno\va ble. The best the historian can aspire to is 
the narrative representation of the processes in which a transient formal coher
ence is achieved at different tinles and places in the world. The appearance 
of new forlns remains a "nliracle," an object of perception but not of com
prehension. 

The dissolution of achieved forn1s is referred to the involvement of their 
governing ideas in the conditions of their specification-that is to say, to laws 
of physical change and dissolution. But HUlnboldt's systenl could not account 
for the rise and triun1ph of what he called "abnornlal states of life, as in types 
of disease," for it \vas unthinkable to him that evil, error, and injustice lnight 
have their "ideal" forms in the way that goodness, truth, and justice do. 
Undoubtedly, he said, there is sonle kind of analogy between "abnormal" and 
"norilla}" states of life, an analogy of trends "which arise suddenly or gradually 
without explicable causes, seem to follow their own laws, and refer to a hidden 
connection of all things." But he was at a loss to imagine how these trends 
might be made a part of the historical drama as he conceived it. This dark side 
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of the historical process remained Inysterious to bin1, and, Humboldt averred, 
ait 11lay take a very long tinle before [its principles] can be made useful to 
history." (69) 

By conceiving the transition frolll Herder through Humboldt to Ranke in 
ternlS of a shift froln an Organicist to a FOflnist explanatory strategy, with the 
essentially COD1ic Blade of enlplotlnent rC111aining intact, I aID perlnitted to 
dispense vvith the usual ternlinology, now becoine cliche, in which the historio
graphical disputes of the early nineteenth century are conventionally dis
cussed. It can be seen that the issues do not turn so llluch on the problem of 
the opposition of the individual to the general, or of the concrete to the 
abstract, or even on the 11latter of whether history must be philosophically con
ceived or eUlpirically derived, or whether it is 1110re a science than an art. The 
issue in all the discussions in which such ter111S are used is what is meant by 
the tern-IS themselves, the ways in \vhich art, science, and philosophy are con
ceived on the one hand and the nature of the relationship, between the individ
ual event and its context on the other. 

As a 11latter of fact, Hlunboldt, like Ranke, held that history is the knowl
edge of the individual event in its concrete actualization and that the problelTI 
the historian faces is to relate the individual to the context in which it appears 
and achieves its destiny. J\I!oreover, he and Ranke held that history is ulti
lllately an art forn1, and specifically a classical art £or111 , which is to say a 
nliTnetic art fOfIll concerned \vith the representation of reality as it Uactually" 
appears in a given til1le and place. In addition, he maintained that the purpose 
of historical study, finaUy, is to divine the Ineaning of the whole historical 
process, not Inerely to produce a set of discrete pictures of the past, but rather 
to ascend to a higher conceptualization of the relationships figured in the 
process of which these pictures represent only parts or fragments. Historical 
reflection, HU111boldt said, is pro111pted by specifically Inoral concerns, by 
ll1an's need to know in SOBle way what his nature is so that he can act for the 
construction of a future better than his o\vn present life affords him. What 
is at issue is how the context within which historical events occur, the franle or 
ground on which they take place, is to be conceived, and whether the process 
figured by the concatenation of events in tilDe is to be conceived as elevating 
or depressing in its l1loral in1plications. 

~ Conclusion 

In Ranke's thought about the historical process we encounter ideas which 
nlark a definitive break with sonle of the principal presuppositions of literary 
R0l11anticislll. The ROl1lantic ilnpulses behind Ranke's historiographical 
exercises cannot, of course, be denied; he hinlself testified to their power 
over his thinking during his young ll1anhood. l11ey are present in his interest 
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in the individual event in its uniqueness and concreteness, in his conception 
of historical explanation as narration, and in his concern to enter into the 
in terior of the consciousness of the actors of the historical dranla, to see thenl 
as thev sa\v theI11Sclves and to reconstruct the \vodds which they faced in their 

./ . 
ti111C and their place. At the sanle tinle, ho\vever, Ranke steadfastly fought the 
i111pulse to glory in the "revel of forll1s" \vhich the historical record appears 
to represent to the uncritical eye. In his vie\\', history-for all its apparently 
chaotic nature-does display to the properly conditioned historical conscious
ness a 111cal1ing and conlprehcnsibility tha t fall sonlewhere short of the total 
certitude about its ultilllate I11eaning \vhich the religious sensibility is capable 
of deriving fronl reflection on it. l'his ~~111eaning" consists in the apprehension 
of the fonnal coherence of finite segnlents of the historical process, the appre
hension of the structures \yhich succeed one another as ever more compre
hensive integrations of hUl1lan life and society. In short, for Ranke, the mean
ing \\'hich history displays to consciousness is a pnrely Organicist one. It is 
not, however, the holistic Organicisnl \vhich Navalis purported to see in the 
entire process, but that of the part-whole relationship which pernlits the 
observer to see in the l1licroCosl1l an inti1natiol1 of the larger coherence con
tained in the totality. Ranke consigned the proper apprehension of the nature 
of this larger coherence to a specifically religious sensibility and denied it to 
historical consciousness properly construed. But to the historian he granted a 
kind of insight that yields a nleaning, or nunlber of n1eanings, which can 
overconle the despair suffered by Constant on the one hand and the kind of 
naive faith advocated by Novalis on the other. To find the fornls in which 
historical reality disposes itself in different tinles and places, in the efforts of 
the race to realize a hl1nlan community-this \vas Ranke's conception of the 
historian's task. And this Organicist doctrine constituted Ranke's principal 
contribution to the theory bv \vhich historv \vas constituted as an autonomons 

- - -
discipline in the second quarter of the nineteenth century. 

It is trne that disputes such as those entered into between Ranke and 
I--Iegel's disciple I-Ieinrich Leo turn upon such Ina tters as \vhether understand 
ing is to proceed fronl the particular to the general or frODl the general to the 
particular; but these disputes are entered into fro111 ""vithin the shared assunlp
tion that the historical field is the place where the general and the particular, 
the universal and the individual, nleet and are fused in the historical process 
at large. The real issue has to do \vith the denland for rigor in conceptualiza
tion on the one hand (the position represented by Hegel) and the possibility 
of resisting a rigorous conceptualjzation of the bases of historical knowledge on 
the other (the position represented by Hunlboldt and Ranke). In the Organ
icist conception of explanation, obscurity at some point in the analysis is an 
unquestioned value, is required by the apprehension of the historical field as a 
place \vhere essential novelty intrudes itself under conditions and impulses 
\vhich are intrinsically unhno""vable. This is the real content of the claim to an 
"enlpirical" TIlethod in the historical research of Ranke and his fonowers. But 
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this "einpiricislll" stenlS less fraIn a rigorous observation of particulars than 
fronl a decision to treat certain kinds of processes as inherently resistant to 
analysis~and certain kinds of comprehension as inherently limited. 

Tl1is apprehension of the ultimately 111ysterious (or 11liraClllol1s, if it is pre
ferred) nature of historical happening is saved from the obscurantislTI to ",rhich 
it is naturally inclined by virtue of the belief which attends it in the essentially 
COll1ic plot structure figured in every story that nlight be told about the histor
ical process in its nlacroscopic dinlensions. This apprehension of the ulti-
111ately C0111ic nature of the process underlies the so-called optimisln of the 
historist world picture. \i\That designations of Rankean historism's "optiu1istic" 
preconceptions obscure is the extent to which a nlerely optin1istic 'attitude is 
experienced as a puerile notion when it is unattended by a rationale by vvhich 
belief in its truth is justified. In the Synecdochic consciousness of HU111boldt 
and Ranke, this rationale is a /Jreconception, itself critically unanalyzed and 
unjustified, but sin1ply affirnled as the attitude with which rnen are lTIorally 
cOlnpellcd to view history if they are not to fall into despair. But the justifica
tion for believing in it is provided by the actual representation of the vvorld 
process in which a COlnic clnplotnlent of the total process passes the test of 
plausibility. 

The threat to which historisID lay exposed was not theoretical, since an 
Organicist conception of explanation cannot be attacked fron1 outside the 
range of its own enabling postulates. What \tvas needed to l1nderlnine these 
postula tes was not a den10nstra tion that the historical record can be cOD1pre
hended by Mechanistic, Forn1ist, or Contextllalist B10des of explanation, but 
rather a denlonstration that the sanle process that is represented as a COlnic 
I)ranla hy one historian can be represented as a rrragic Dran1a or Absurd 
process by another. When such alternative clnplotlnents are offered to a pub
lic which has already lost faith in its own ability to provide the C0I11ic resolu
tion of the DralTIH in which it plays the role of Inajar protagonist, interest in 
Organicist explanatio~s of history 111ay give \vay to a desire for NIcchanistic 
or Con textualist explanatory techniques. And this is what occurred in large 
sections of the scholarly world in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, 
with the advent of PositivisI11 and IvIarxism on the one hand and AestheticisIIl 
on the other. 

But, under such CirClllTIstances, OrganicislYl need not be abandoned; it is 
necessary only to shift fron1 represen ta tion of the historical process as a COlnic 
Dranla to representation of it as an Absurdist Drarna to reflect the loss of 
nerve of d0111inant classes of a society when belief in their own capacities for 
scientifically c0111prehending reality have dissipated. And this is what Burck
hardt accorllplished. 

l- 1he significance of I-IUIIlboldt's essay lay, not in his conception of historical 
explanation,. vvhich was less than adequate on both logical and scientific 
grounds, but rather in the confidence that it displayed in the adequacy of an 
Organicist approach to historical study. \\That it suggested \vas that, if histor-
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ical representation vvere undergirded by the conviction of the ultinlate forinal 
coherence of the whole historical process, historical thought could be saved 
fron1 the "Chaos of Being" notion of the ROlnantics on the one hand and the 
notion of its perfect cOlTIprchensibility suggested by the Idealists and Positivists 
on the other. In short, it represented a commitment to the Synecdochic mode 
of cOl1lprehension. 

The lnythos of Synecdoche is the dreaDl of Comedy, the apprehension of a 
world in \vhich an struggle, strife, and conflict are dissolved in the realization 
of a perfect harmony, in the attainnlent of a condition in vvhich all crilne, vice, 
and folly are finally revealed as the 111eans to the establishment of the social 
order \vhich is finally achieved at the end of the play. But the COlnic resolu
tion 111ay take tvvo fornls: the triunlph of the protagonist over the society 
which blocks his progression to his goal, or the reassertion of the rights of the 
collectivity over the individual who has risen up to challenge it as the defini
tive forn1 of C01111TIl1nity. l'he first kind of COlnic enlplotlnent lnay be called 
the Conledy of Desire, the second kind the COlnedy of Duty and Obligation. 
Michelet vvrote his histories of France up to the Revolution in the first mode; 
Ranke wrote his histories of all the nations of Europe in the second. What 
linked thenl together as representatives of the ne\v, or "realistic," historiog
raphy of the second quarter of the nineteenth century was the conviction 
vvhich they shared: that the sin1ple description of the historical process in all 
its particularity and variety \viB figure forth a drama of consulnrrlation, fulfil1-
l1lent, and ideal order in such a vvay as to lllake the telling of the tale an 
explanation of \vhy it happened as it did. Behind their willingness to inl1nerse 
thenlselves in the chaos of data and events \vhich the historical record C011-

tains was their conviction that an accurate description of the events in their 
particularity will result, not in an image of chaos, but in a vision of a forInal 
coherence \vhich neither science nor philosophy is capable of apprehending, 
Bluch less of capturing in a verbal representation. Both sought to grasp the 
essence of an "idea" at the heart of the process of developnlent vvhich it \vas 
their purpose first to ensnare in narrative prose. 
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~~ Introduction 

~rOCQlJEV]LLE: HIS'TORICAL RI~ALISM 

AS TRAGEDY 

1'hc consistency of NIichelet's historical thought derived fron1 the constancy 
\vith vvhich he applied his capacities for J\I[etaphorical characterization of both 
the individuals and the processes he discerned in the historical field. ]\1ichelcfs 
Il'orrnist apprehension of the ohjects occupying the historical field \vas but
tressed by the Inyth of lZoll1ance which he used to clllplot the sequence of 
events cl1hninating in the IZevoll1tion of 1789. A principal inconsistency in his 
thought lay in his effort to derive specifically Liberal ideological iITlplicatiol1s 
£ro111 a conception of the historical process vvhich \vas essentially r\narchist 
in nature. 1\1'0 such inconsistency ll1arred the thought and work of Rankc. I-lis 
theory of kno\vledge \vas Organicist, his Inode of cl11plotlnent C0111ic, his 
ideological position C~onscrvative. It\S a result, \"hen \VC read Ranke, ho\vevcr 
11111ch we are iITlpressec1 \vith his learning and his po\vers as a narrator, \VC arc 
C1\VarC of all absence in everything he wrote of the kind of tension vve associate 
with great poetry, great literature, great phi1osophy~alld even great historiog
raphy. T11is rnay be one reason \vhy it is possible, frol11 tiule to tinlC, to revive 
interest in a historian like l\lichclet in a way that is all but illlpossible \vith 
respect to a historian likc Ranke. \'1 c adnlirc the achievelnent of the latter, 
but \VC respond directly and syn1pathetically to the agon of the fornler. 



192 METAHISTORY 

When it comes to charting the history of man and society on the grand 
scale, no one can be pernlitted the kind of certitude which appears to inform 
Ranke's work. Knowledge is a product of a wrestling not only with the "facts" 
but \vith one's self. \Vhere alternative visions of reality are not entertained 
as genuine possibilities, the product of thought tends to\vard blandness and 
unearned self-confidence. We respond to Ranke rather as we are inclined to 
respond to Goethe; neither thinker was driven to attempt anything that he did 
not already know in his heart he could acconlplish. The calm we intuit at the 
center of Ranke's consciousness was a function of the coherence between his 
vision and his application of that vision to his work as a historian. That coher
ence was lacking to Michelet on the level at which he sought to move from 
his vision of history to the ideological position to which he was consciously 
cOlllnlitted but vvhich \vas inconsistent with the vision itself. His work is there
fore much ll10re turbulent, lllore passionate, and more imnlediate to us who 
live in an age in which n10ral self-certitude, if not in1possible, at least appears 
as dangerous as it is desirable. 

A turbulence sin1ilar to that which we apprehend in Michelet resides at the 
heart of the work of his great contemporary and fellow countryman, Alexis de 
Tocqueville. This turbulence has its source in two· enlotioI1S that l'ocquevil1e 
shared with Michelet: an overriding capacity for sympathy for men different 
from himself, and a fear of the destruction of those things he valued nlost in 
both the past and the present. \Ve have noted how Michelet tended toward an 
increasingly Ironic conception of history-in-general as French political life 
1110ved farther away £ronl the conditions under which an ideal union of the 
11a tion had been achieved, by Michelet's lights at least, in the euphoria of 
1789. As the culn1inating point of French history receded into the past, the 
Ron1antic myth which Nlichelet used to give shape and form to the history of 
France llP to 1789 becalne progressively sublimated, suppressed, treated as an 
intimation of what lnight yet be the outc0111e of French history, if the histo
rian could but successfully carry out his work of reconstruction and resurrec
tion of the past in its integrity, color, vividness, and life. In the evolution of 
the historical thought of l'ocqueville, we witness a similar drift into Irony as 
we trace the developn1ent of his thought about history, and about French his
tory in general, fro111 the Den-locracy in America (1835) to the Souvenirs 
(written in the years before his death in 1859). But the point frolll which 
Tocqueville began this descent is different fro111 that from which Michelet 
began his. \Vhereas ]\1ichelet began in Romance, I110ved through a Tragic 
apprehension of the fates that betray the ideals for which he labored as a 
historian, and caBle to rest in that TI1ixture of sublimated ROll1anticism and 
overt Irony vvith which he viewed French history after 1789, Tocqueville 
began in an effort to sustain a specifically Tragic vision of history and then 
gradually subsided into an Ironic resignation to a condition from which he 
perceived little prospect of liberation, soon or late. 
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Recent rrocqucville scholarship has disclosed fully the intellectual and emo
tional bases of his thought; the "influences" working on hinl, frOll1 both previ
ous and conteInporary thinkers; and his position in the social and political 
world of Orleanist France. I-lis stature as a 111 a jor precursor of 1110dern socio
logical thinking is \vell established, and his contributions to the ideologies of 
both Liberalis111 and Conservatisnl are now taken for granted. It is not my 
purpose to add to the understanding of these aspects of l'ocqueville's thought, 
work, and life. I anl llluch Blore interested in analyzing his thought about his
tory as a Dlodel of a specific style of historical reflection. 

This style is not exhaustively describable in terms of a given ideological label 
(such as Liberal or Conservative) or a specifically disciplinary one (such as 
'lsociological") . In fact, it is il1y contention that the actl1allogical inlplication 
of 'Tocqueville's work as a historian is Radical. InasTI1uch as he studied history 
in order to detern1inc the causallavvs that govern its operations as a process, he 
was ilTlplicitly c0111rnitted to a conception regarding the Inanipulation of the 
social process of the sort that we associate \vith Rac1icalis1l1 in its nlodern, 
111aterialistic forn1. fI~his inlplicit Radicalislll is reflected in the Tragic 111ythos 
that underlies and provides the rnacrohistorical context of both of Tocque
ville's ITIC1 jor works, Delnocracy in An1erica and The Old Regi1ne and the Rev
olution. 

In these two works, the 111anifest forrn which knowledge of social reality 
takes is typological, which lnight suggest that, ultinlately, it was Tocqueville's 
purpose to effect either a F orn1ist dispersion or an Organicist unification of 
the processes and forces identified in ternlS of the types actually constructed. 
But, unlike Nlichelet on the one hand and unlike Ranke on the other, neither 
a revel of forrlls nor a synthesis of contending forces was entertained by 
Tocqueville as a genuine possibility for Europe's future. For hiI11, the future 
held little prospect for the reconciliation of lllan with U1an in society. The 
forces at play in history, \vhich 11lake it an arena of irrelnissible conflict, are 
not reconcilable, either in society or in the heart of ll1an hirnself. Man 
renlains, as 1'ocqueville put it, "on the verge bet\veen two abysses," the one 
cOIllprised of that social order without vvhich he cannot be a lllan, the other 
cOlnprised of that denlonic nature within hinl which prevents his ever beC0I11-

ing fully hUDlan. It is to the consciousness of this existence "on the verge 
between two abysses" that TIlan constantly returns at the end of every effort to 
raise hiulsclf above the anilTlal and to nlake thrive the uangel" which resides 
within hinl, suppressed, tethered, and unable to gain ascendancy in the species. 

Underlying all of rrocquevil1e's thought is an apprehension of a prirnordial 
chaos which 111akes of the order found in history, society, and culture as much 
of an enigrna as a blessing. Like his great contemporary, the novelist Balzac, 
l'ocqueville exulted in the Illystery of the fact that Ulan "has" a history; but 
his conception of the dark abysses out of which man arises, and against which 
he thro\vs up '~society" as a barrier to total chaos, did not permit hiIn to hope 
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for anything other than modest gains, from time to time, in his knowledge of 
the forces that ultilnately govern the world process. Because, for him (unlike 
Marx), being itself was a mystery, Tocqueville could not push his thought to 
the contenlplation of the genuine science of history which his typological orga
nization of historical phenonlena seenled to sanction. This indigestible residue 
of nlystery prohibited his conceptualization of the laws of process that 11light 
have permitted hilll to account for the fact that history itself appears to fall 
apart. into nlutually exclusive, but recurrent, types of social phenomena. 

But, unlike the pure Ironists \vho preceded hinl in the Enlightenment and 
who fonowed hilTI at the end of the nineteenth century, Tocqueville did not 
.perlnit hinlself to believe that history has no general meaning at all. What the 
tragic ago11 reveals, again and again, is that the secret of history is nothing but 
man's eternal contest with, and return to, himself. The mystery of history is 
thus conceived no\v in an Aeschylean way, now in a Sophoclean way, first as 
an aid to self-confident action in the present on behalf of a better future, then 
as a reminder of the dangers of a prenlature foreclosure of possibilities or a 
precipitate comnlitnlent to incolnpletely comprehended social or personal pro
granlS. And this dual perspective on history \vas the basis of Tocqueville's 
LiberalisITI. Only near the end of his life did the tone and mood of his reflec
tions on history lapse into the Ironic conviction of Euripides or of the late 
Shakespeare, the conviction that life n1ay have no meaning at all. V\lhen this 
conviction arose, Tocqueville suppressed it, for Illoral reasons, out of fear of its 
debilitating effect upon lllen \vho n1ust labor, as best they can, to lllake a life 
of some kind out of the paltry 11laterials given thenl by fate. And he even 
attacked his friend Gobineau for presuming, in the name of truth, to broadcast 
a conception of history that \vould contribute to the prolnotion of a fear 
which it is the respo11sibility of the philosopher and historian to dissipate. 

If Tocqueville had asserted either that history has no meaning at all and 
therefore offers no basis for hope, or, conversely, that it has a meaning and 
that this meaning can be fully kno~'n to Inan, he would have been in1pelled 
toward either the Reactionary position of his successor Burckhardt or the 
Radical position of his contenlporary Marx. But he wanted to believe both 
tha t history has a l1leaning and that this meaning is to be found in the 
nlysterious nature of Illan hin1self. It \;vas the value that Tocqueville placed on 
this mystery that made him the spokesman for the ideological position that 
has been caned Liberal, in spite of the fact that his notion of the nomological 
nature of the historical process might have led him to adopt a Radical 
position on Bl0St of the inlportant social issues of the day. 

Tocqlleville's "scientific" study of history eventuated in the arrangement of 
historical events into types, classes, genera, species, and the like. Data were 
transformed into knowledge when their emplacenlent in a finite set of types 
of social, political, and cultural phenomena had been effected. For example, 
Tocqueville analyzed two types of society: democratic and aristocratic. And 
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his conception of the history of Il10dern Western civilization, fro111 the late 
Middle Ages to his own tinle, turned on the problelTI of how these two kinds 
of society had arisen within that civilization, the nature of the relationship and 
interaction between them, and the asseSSIl1ent of the prospects for the future 
of each. rrhe question which 1--rocqueville had to answer was the following: 
What is the nature of the IJrocess within which these two essentially change~ 
less types of society arise, interact, and conflict with each other? 

Tocqueville did not actually deal with this question directly. He purported 
to discern long-range trends, of a political, social, and cultural-historical 
na ture, which indica ted by his lights the decline of one of the types of society 
(the aristocratic) and the rise of the other (the denl0cratic). And he sug
gested that the decline of the aristocratic type is a function of the rise of the 
denlocratic type, which l1lcans that he viewed the whole historical process as 
a closed SYStC111, containing a finite an10unt of usable energy, in \vhieh what
ever is gained in any process of growth ll1USt be paid for by S0111e loss in an
other part of the systenl. rf'he systcln as a \vhole, viewed as a process, was thus 
Mechanistically conceived, and the relationships bet\veen the parts were con
ceived in l1lcchanical-causaI ternlS. 

If 1~ocqueville had been an Idealist (or Organicist) thinker, he would have 
been impelled to see in this exchange of energy the occasion for a positive 
gro\vth in hUlnan consciousness in general, a growth \vhich vvould have been 
perceiva bIe in the increased sophistication of thought and expression in his 
own age over that of an previous tin1es-in the Blanner of llegel or for that 
Inatter [{.anke. But the growth which 'rocquevil1e discerned in the process is 
not to be found in the progress of consciousness in general so Bluch as in the 
power of the forces which alone benefit £rol11 the decline of aristocracy and the 
rise of denlocracy: the power of the centralized state on the onc hand and the 
power of the lnasses on the other. And, in his view, these two forces aggregate 
and conlbine in such a \vay as to offer a critical threat, not only to civilization 
and culture as he conceived theITl, but also to humanity itself. N[oreover, the 
growth of these forces \vas viewed by hiIl1, not as a sporadic or casual process, 
but as a sustained and constant erosion of preciolls hU111an resources-intellec
tual, Inoral, and enlotional. 

1'he whole process has the inevitability of a Tragic Drama, and Tocque
ville's early reflections on history and historical knowledge explicitly envi
sioned the task of the historian as that of a Inediator between the nevv, 
conquering forces appearing 011 his own ten1poral horizons and th~ older, 
languishing cultural ideals which they threaten by their ascent. rfocquevil1e 
inhabited a severed world. His purpose was to 111inistcr to it as best he could, 
so that the rents and tears in its structure could be patched over, if not corn~ 
pletely healed. 

Tocqueville took for the broader context of his reflection the whole history 
of Western civilization, in which he placed his analyses of its European and 
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American species variations as examples of relatively pure types of potentiali
ties contained in the totality as possible futures for his own generation. Conse
quently, both the point of view frolll which he surveyed the histories of the two 
types and the tone of voice in which he narrated the histories differ signifi
cantly. The point of vievv assullled for the survey of American democracy is 
that of the observer who is superior to the agents and agencies that make up 
that type of society. l-'he mood is one of benign Irony, at least in the first 
volulne of Den10cracy in America, inasluuch as Tocqueville wrote in the inter
est of alerting his European readers to both the strengths and the weaknesses 
of this potentiality which European society contained within itself as a possi
ble future. In The Old Regime, by contrast, both the tone and the point of 
view changed, in the direction signaled by the second volume of Democracy 
in America, which is nlore sharply analytical of Anlerican institutions, cus
tonls, and beliefs and more directly critical of the threat they represent to 
tilllelessly valuable conlponents in European cultural life. The point of view 
is 11111ch 1110re that of a participant in a process who must strive mightily to get 
outside it, in order to divine its general drift or tendency, to anticipate its end 
or direction, and to vvarn those involved in it wherein dangers to them reside. 
The tone has changed correspondingly, to match the shift in point of view. 
The Il100d is l1lore sOIuber; the Tragic mythos dictates the form of the narra
tive closer to the surface. The language is predominantly Metonymical, as it 
is in the second volUBle of the Delnocracy in A111erica, but the inlages of 
process are much lnore prolninent, and the flow of time and the sense of 
c1evelopnlent are 1l10re pressingly invoked. 

Between the first volUBle of Democracy in An1erica and The Old Regime, 
there was an important shift of emphasis fron1 the consideration of structure 
to the consideration of process, with the result that the weight-of-meaning 
feeling was thrown Blare openly onto the narrative level of the representation 
in the latter work. The process of Western European history from the Refor
mation to around 1830 \vas siluply assun1ed as a context for the analysis of the 
structure of An1erican c1enlocracy that was carried out in the former work. 
Within that process, American delTIOCracy appears as a rigid structure whose 
only nlovelnent or grovvth is in the articulation of its component elements 
and their relationships. In The Old Regime, by contrast, the distinction 
betvveen process and structure is all but dissolved. The effect is correspond
ingly more literary, the ideological affect correspondingly more overtly striven 
for. But the ilnplications of the two works converge on a single image of 
stasis, deterlnination" frustration, oppression, and dehumanization. The presid
ing inlpulse behind the \vhole of Tocqueville's work \vas the vision of puzzled 
defeat and despair \vhich inspires the Ironic mythos wherever it appears. 
Tocquevillc was kept from falling into this despair only by an act of will, the 
kind of act \vhich pernlitted hinl to continue to speak like a Liberal to the end, 
when everything he wrote about history should have driven him to either 
Radical rebellion on the one hand or Reactionary NihilisIll on the other. 



TOCQUEVILLE 197 

~ Anticlialectic 

In rrocqueville's work, unlike Ranke's, there is very little sense of a dialectical 
transfornlation of the historical field; the dOlllinant sense is that of a sustained 
fall fronl a position of erninence and a failure to exploit given possibilities. 
l'he dualis1l1 of historical forces which Ranke saw as the precondition of the 
social cOlnpr0111ise actually achieved in his own tiIne rrocqueville saw as a 
principal threat to civili~ation itself In fact, Tocqueville's \vhole historio
graphical achievelnent was a product of his effort to deterlnine if sonlething 
short of total disaster could be salvaged franl the conflict of forces which, as he 
saw theIn, appeared to be irreconcilable. 

111C dualism which for r-rocqueville characterized the historical process was 
rnirrored in ( or projected froI11) his conception of hU111an nature itself. As he 
wrote to a friend in 1836: 

Whatever we do, we cannot prevent Blen fro111 having a body as well as a soul. ... 
Yon kno\v that the animal is not 1110re Sl1 bel ned in Inc than in 1110st people, [but] 
I adore the angel and would give anything to l1lake it preclonlinate. I aIn, there
fore, continually at work to discover thel11idc1le course which Blen ITlay follow 
without beco111ing disciples either of I-Ieliogabulus or of Saint Jer0111e; for I an1 
convinced that the great 111ajority will never be persuaded to ilnitate either, and 
less the saint then the CInpcror. [Melnoir, I, 318] 

rrhe saIne dualis111 was carried over into Tocqueville's politics and resulted in 
a quest for a silnilar "nliddle course" there as well. (Jf his political position he 
once renlarked: 

They ascribe to ll1e alternately aristocratic and dCDlocratic prejudices .... But lUY 

birth, as it happened, Blade it easy to 111C to guard against both .... When I 
entered life, aristocracy was dead and c1en10craey vvas yet unborn. JVly instinct, 
therefore, could not lead Ine blindly to one or to the other. , .. Balanced between 
the past and the future, with no natural instinctive attractions towards either, I 
could without effort look quietly on each side of the question. [Ibid., II, 91] 

'focqucville resenlblcd }\;lachiavelli in his conviction that his own age was 
suffering froIn an incapacity to choose between alternative social systeills and 
cultural ideals. Since the fall of I\Japoleon, he believed, Europe had been sns
pended betvveen the older aristocratic systell1 and the ne\rver dC1110Cra tic one; 
it had neither fully abandoned the forn1cr nor cOlnpletely enlbraced the latter, 
and, while it suffered fnHl1 the shortc0111ings of both, it enjoyed the benefits of 
neither. 11he Blain problclll, as 1'ocqucville sa\v it, was to weigh the advantages 
and disadvantages of both systelns, evaluate the prospects of each for the 
future, and enconrage the choice of \vhatcver seemed unavoidable in a way 
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that would best prornote the cause of hunlan freedom and creativity. Part of 
this inquest had to be historical, but no conventional historical examination 
could serve the needs of the age adequately. The age required a historical 
vision that was neither "aristocratic" nor "democratic" per se, but that was 
capable of judging both systems objectively, and of salvaging whatever was use
ful in thelll for the future. 

Sinlilarly, the culture of his own age, Tocqueville believed, vacillated 
between the Idealis111 of the older aristocratic period and the Materialism of 
the enlerging denlocratic epoch. '[he Enlightenment had criticized aristocratic 
Idealism and turned the attention of men to "the real and visible world" as a 
proper object of study. At first, both thought and art had concentrated exclu
sively on the physical world, the world "external to man." But this fascination 
with nature was neither the sole possible interest of the age nor really appro
priate to it; it belonged, Tocqueville said, "only to a period of transition." In 
the cOIning age, he predicted in Democracy in America, thought and imagina
tion would becollle fixed on 4'nlan alone" and 1110re specifically on the future 

of mankind (II, 76-77) . 
Unlike aristocracies, vvhich tend to idolize the past, democracies "are 

haunted by visions of what will be; in this direction their unbounded imagina
tion gro\vs and dilates beyond an ll1easure" (78). Thus, although the Material
istic and Utilitarian nature of democratic culture inevitably promoted the 
dcspiritualization of mall, at the san1e time, it at least encouraged hope for 
the future. For exanlple, "Among a democratic people poetry \vill not be fed 
with legends or the lllenlorials of old traditions. The poet will not attempt to 
people the universe with supernatural beings, in Wh0l11 his readers and his 
own fancy have ceased to believe, nor will he coldly personify virtues and 
vices, which arc better received under their own features" (80). The vast range 
of possible subjects for poetry vvhich had been offered by the febrile aristo
cratic ilnagination is suddenly contracted, the imagination is driven back upon 
itself and into itself, and the poet finds in human nature his sale proper object. 
"All these resources fail hinl; but Man renlains, and the poet needs no n1ore" 
(80-81) . 

If 111an hirnself could be I11ade the object and measure of all thought and 
art, it would be possible, 'rocqlleville believed, to create a new cultural vision 
that \vas neither Idealistic nor Materialistic, but a cOlnbination of the two, 
heroic and realistic at the saIne time. Thus he wrote: 

I need not traverse the earth and sky to discover wondrous objects woven of con
trasts, of infinite greatness and littleness, of intense gloom and amazing brightness, 
capable at once of exciting pity, adlniration, terror, contempt. I have only to look 
at ll1yself. :NIan springs out of nothing, crosses tin1e and disappears forever in the 
bOSOD1 of God; he is seen but for a moment, wandering on the verge of two 
abysses, and there he is lost. [80] 
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1nis existence "on the verge of tvvo abysses;; produces a sense of a uniquely 
hUlnan suffering, or despair, but it also generates a uniquely hU111an aspira
tion, an impulse to know and to create. 

If luan were totally ignorant of hinlself, he would have no poetry in hinl; for it is 
il11possible to describe what the Blind does not conceive. If lnan clearly discerned 
his own nature, his inlagination would rernain idle and would have nothing to add 
to the picture. But the nature of 111an is sufficiently disclosed for hinl to know 
sonlething of hilTIself, and sufficiently obscure for all the rest to be plunged in 
thick darkness, in which he gropes forever, and forever in vain, to lay hold on SOIne 

cOll1pleter notion of his being. [Ibid.] 

I t was necessary, rrocql1eville felt, to keep both the despair and the aspira
tion alive to hurnan consciousness, to keep 11len's ll1inds directed toward the 
future, but at the sanle tilne to relnind them that a better, rnore hU1l1an future 
could be won only against the harshest suffering and with the most painful 
labor. For the c0111ing age, therefore, he envisioned an art \vhich had 1110vcd 
fraIn the Epic Blode of the aristocratic age, through the Lyrical mode of the 
period of transition, to a new 'fragic perception of the hllInan condition. 
And he envisioned philosophy 11loving frorn the older Idealisl11, through the 
Materialisrn of the age of transition, to a new, Blore realistic Ifunlanisnl. The 
social systelTl proper to this new vision of Inan \vas not exclusively either 
aristocratic or dClTIOCratic, but a c0111bination of the two: egalitarian, Material
istic, and utiIitariaIl in accordance vvith the principles of denlocracy; indi~ 

vidualistic, Idealistic, and heroic in accordance vvith the principles of aristoc
racy. rrhe task of the historian was to aid in the crea bon of this new social 
systelTI by showing how the principles of both aristocracy and denlocracy 
were functions of the single abiding ilTlpulse in European civilization, the 
desire for frcedo111 which had characterized Western culture since its begin
lungs. 

I should stress at this point that 'J1ocqueville's conception of the nlediative 
role of the historian presaged the Ironic fraBle of Inind into which he progres
sive]y fen during the course of his subsequent historical reHections. At the 

r "I . 1 . . - h . d - -L - • - f '1' . or _lIS career as a llstoflall, -e al111e - at tne attalll111cnt (L a ~ raglc 
vision of history~ ·which presupposes a perception of the laws governing hUDlan 

.. " 1 f ~ 1 {" i' • r II 1 - . . 1 nature In Its conteST: Wlt_l _ate ano, a rOrtiOrI, or t le _aws governIng SOCIa 
processes in general. If, in fact, these laws are discoverable by historical 
inquiry, then in principle they should be applicable to the effort to bring to 
pass the situations and circn1l1stances that are inevitable in hunlan develop
inent \vith 111ininlunl pain and suffering~as T11ucydides suggested in the 
farnous opening section of l'he Peloponnesian Wars. But the optilnisn1 which 
the possibility of discovering such laws of historical process ought to foster is 
crucially lin1ited by the conception of that hurnan ncltU1'e in whose behalf they 
are ll1cant to be applied. If Ulan hinlself is conceived to be crucially flawed, 
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for example, by the presence in him of irrational forces that might preclude 
his acting in his own best interests as rationally conceived, the discovery of the 
laws that govern his actions as a social being must be seen as illuminative, 
not of an essential freedolTI, but of a fatal determinancy. And it is this concep
tion of a fatally flavved human nature, of a humanity \vhich is never ,vith 
itself but always, in SaIne way, beside itself, that prohibited Tocqueville from 
moving into the Radical ideological position toward which his search for the 
laws of history originally inlpelled him. 

In point of fact, 1'ocqueville suppressed the Radical implications of his 
nOlllological conception of history and llloved progressively from the search for 
laws to the construction of typologies. This movement on the epistemological 
level was mirrored on the aesthetic level by a similar shift from a plot structure 
that was implicitly Tragic to one that was increasingly Satirical. In the later 
stages of his thought, l~ocqueville was driven to reflect on the extent to which 
n1en are bound by the conditions under which they must labor to win their 
kingdon1 on earth and on the impossibility of their ever truly winning it. And 
the increasing press to the fore of this Ironic perception confirms his essential 
Liberalism as an ideologist. 

Tocqueville's loyalties \vere-and remained-aristocratic ones, which justi
fies the labeling of his forlna lnentis as essentially Conservative by those who 
have studied hilll in this light. But Tocqueville resisted the Conservative's 
typical satisfaction with things as they are. In some ways, as I will note 
shortly, his dissatisfactions with his own age were similar to those of the 
Reactionary Count de Gobineau. But, unlike Gobineau, Tocqueville did not 
yield to the ten1ptation to assert what his respect for the virtues of aristo
cratic culture urged upon hilll-namely, the conviction that his own time rep
resented an absolute decline fronl an earlier ideal age. Like C'roce later, 
Tocquevil1e insisted on seeing the flaws in every past ideal or social reality 
that required its passing away and supplanting by another, more vigorous form 
of historical life. This llleant that he had to vie,v both aristocracy and democ
racy Ironically in the last analysis. But he even refused to assert publicly the 
ilTIplications of his ovvn Ironic sensibility. He remained formally committed to 
a Tragic view of history, but betrayed that viewpoint in his unwillingness to 
specify the laws of history \vhich were inlplicitly presupposed by his enlplot
ment of the course of European history as a Tragic Drama and in his reluc
tance to draw the Radical conclusions which his nomological conception of 
history demanded that he dravv. 

e.c~ Poetry and History in Two Modes 

That Tocqueville envisaged a historiography capable of yielding the laws of 
social process-a la Marx-is sho\vn by his discussion in Democracy hI America 
of the relation between history and poetry and by his conception 'Of the 
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modalities of historical consciousness set forth in the second volulne of that 
work. 

As he noted, whereas poetry is "the search after, the delineation of, the 
Ideal" (75), history has to ten the truth about the world of human affairs, 
display the real forces met with in any atten1pt to realize the Ideal, and chart 
the real possibilities for the future of society_ But, Tocqueville argued, neither 
an aristocratic nor a democratic idea of history alone can provide a completely 
true and full vision of the real, because the aristocratic and the delTIOCra tic 
historian necessarily look for, and see, different things when they survey the 
historical record. For example: 

When the historian of aristocratic ages surveys the theatre of the world, he at 
once perceives a very small number of prominent actors who manage the ,,,hole 
piece. These great personages, who occupy the front of the stage, arrest attention 
and fix it upon thenlsclves; and while the historian is bent on penetrating the 
secret Illotives which 111ake these persons speak and act, the others escape his 
111 elllory . [90] 

Aristocra tic historians are inclined "to refer all occurrences to the particular 
will and character of certain individuals; and they are apt to attribute the 11l0St 
ilnportant revolutions to slight accidents" (ibid.). The result is that, while 
they are frequently able "to trace out the srnallest causes with sagacity," they 
just as often "leave the greatest unperceived" (ibid.). It is quite otherwise 
with denlocratic historians. In fact, they exhibit "precisely opposite charac
teristics." Tiley tend to "attribute hardly any influence to the individual over 
the destiny of the race, or to citizens over the fate of a people; but, on the 
other hand, they assign great general causes to all petty incidents." (Ibid.) The 
aristocra tic historian, even though he idealizes less than the poet, still excels 
only at describing the extent to which individuals control their own destinies; 
he is insensitive to the force which general causes exert upon the individual, 
how they frustrate hirn and bend him to their wil1. By contrast, the den1o
cratic historian seeks to discover SOBle larger 11leaning in the 111ass of petty 
details which he discerns on the historical stage. He is driven to refer every~ 
thing, not to individuals at all, but only to great, abstract, and general forces. 
He therefore tends to view history as a depressing story of 11lan's ina bili ty to 
control his future, and inspires either a depressing cynicis111 or a groundless 
hope that things will take care of thenlselves. 

l'hese two ideas of history I would call Fornlist and Mechanistic and 
would view as functions of two nlodes of consciousness, Metaphorical 
and Metonynlical. Tocqueville "Ironically" distanced these two D10des of 
historical consciousness, pointing out (correctly) that, as he conceived them, 
neither could account for the fact of historical development, the evolution of 
one state or condition out of another, different one. The aristocratic brand 
sees nothing but movenlent, color, agitation in the historical field, and there .. 
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fore cannot credit duration and continuity. The democratic brand sees the 
same thing behind all apparent movement and change, and therefore cannot 
perceive any essential development at all. 

What Tocqueville proposed as an alternative to these conflicting and inade
quate forms of historical consciousness was not a third form but rather a 
combination of the aristocratic and democratic forms. Each is valid in a way, 
he suggested, but each has to be employed for the analysis of a specific kind 
of society. There is a kind of elective affinity between the mode of historical 
consciousness to be used in the study of a given society and the social structure 
of the age or culture under analysis. In fact, Tocqueville suggested that there 
are two orders of causation at work in the historical process, one endemic to 
aristocratic, the other to democratic, societies. Thus, he wrote: 

I am of the opinion that, at all tin1es, one great portion of events of this world 
are attributable to very general facts and another to special influences. These two 
kinds of causes are always in operation; only their proportion varies. General facts 
serve to explain more things in democratic than in aristocratic ages, and fewer 
things are then assignable to individual influences. During periods of aristocracy 
the reverse takes place: special influences are stronger, general causes weaker; 
unless, indeed, we consider as a general cause the fact itself of the inequality of 
condition, which allows SOllle individuals to baffle the natural tendencies of all 
the rest. [91] 

This suggests that Tocqueville regarded it as unnecessary to choose between 
the individualist and the deterministic, the chaotic and the providential, con
ceptions of the historical process that were then vying for authority. It was 
Inerely a matter of finding the dominant causal principle in operation in the 
kind of society being studied. Thus, "Historians who seek to describe what 
occurs in deillocratic societies are right ... in assigning much to general 
causes and in devoting their attention to discover them; but they are wrong 
wholly in denying the special influence of individuals because they cannot 
trace or follow it" (91-<)2). 

But the problen1 that arises in trying to apply this principle of interpretation 
to historical studies is that it takes as a solution to a problem what is in' reality 
the problelll itself. If I want to explain the decline of an aristocratic society, I 
will not be enlightened very significantly by the application of that society's 
own conception of the true nature of historical reality to the phenomena to 
be analyzed. This would be to accept at face value the heuristic utility of the 
ideology of a dominant class of a given society. After all, TocqueviIle's prob
lem was to explain to a displaced aristocratic class why it had been displaced, 
a problem which the spokesmen for that class had been unable to solve satis
factorily by the application of the ll10de of historical consciousness that was 
"natural" to it by virtue of its "aristocratic" nature. 

And so it was with the problem of the advent of "democracy" in the mod
ern age. If Tocqueville's purpose was to reveal-to democrats and aristocrats 
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alike ~the true nature of this neV\l form of society and to account for its 
triuluph in postrevolutionary ti111eS, the invocation of a n10de of historical 
consciousness endemic to societies that had already been den10cra tized could 
not serve (18 an explanation for those D1enlbers of the aristocracy for WhOlll 
both the society under analysis and the n10de of consciousness produced by 
it were regarded as unalloyed disasters. 

What rrocqueville was looking for was sonle way of translatin,g perceptions 
given fron1 within one social systelll into tern1S cornprehensible to nlen who 
were inclined to view the world process from the perspective offered by 
loyalties to another social systen1. rrhis nleant that his task \vas to n1ediate 
between two modes of consciousness, Metaphorical and 1\;1etonymical,.in sllch 
a way that the clain1s to a kind of "realism" of each could be sustained. Given 
Tocqueville's own intellectual proclivities, the grollnd on which this nlediation 
had to be effected was Irony. But he was prohibited froiTI moving directly to 
the assu1l1ption of an Ironic conception of history by rnoral considerations. 
The COlnic conception of history, with its sanctioning Synecdochic consciolls
ness, he could not accept at all, because he did not inhabit a world of puta~ 
tively reconciled social forces. 'fhe COlnic vision was not even considered as 
a possible option by him, and, as his renlarks on Fieh te and I-Iegel suggest, to 
hilTI it would have been i1l1nloral to foist such an idea of history onto an age 
as distracted as his own. 

But this was also true of the "den1ocratic" idea of history and its sustaining 
Metonynlical consciollsness. Although Tocqueville was forlnally c0111mitted 
to the search for the causes by which the specific forn1 of his age could be 
explained, he regarded the search for general causes to be both lirnited as a 
progran1 of study and 1110rally debilitating in its effects on those who one
sidedly pursued it. Thus, he pointed out: 

When the traces of individual action upon nations are lost, it often happens that 
you see the world 1110ve without the inlpelling force being evident. As it becomes 
extrelne1y difficult to discern and analyze the reasons that, acting separately on the 
will of each Inember of the cornrnunity, concur in the end to produce the nlove
Inent in the whole Inass, 11len are led to believe that this Illove111ent is involuntary 
and that societies unconsciously obey sonle superior force ruling over thenl. But 
even when the general fact that governs the private volition of all individuals is 
supposed to be discovered upon the earth, the principle of hlunan free-will is not 
rnade certain. A cause sufficiently extensive to affect I1lillions of nlen at once and 
sufficiently strong to bend thelTI altogether in the same directio11 nlay well seeIll 
irresistible; having seen that mankind do yield to it, the 11lind is close upon the 
inference that Iuankind cannot resist it. [92] 

The historical thought of his own age, Tocqueville (wrongly) believed, had 
succeeded only in producing a history which denied "that the few have any 
power of acting upon the destiny of a people" and that the people thenlselves 
have any 'tpower of modifying their own condition" (ibid.). Historians every-
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where had succumbed to the belief that history was governed either by an 
"inflexible Providence" or by "some blind necessity" (93). Tocqueville feared 
tha t if this doctrine passed from the historians to their readers it could "infect 
the mass of the community" and "even paralyze the activity of ll10dern soci
ety" (ibid.). 

TocquevilIe's purpose, then, was to credit the operation of "general causes" 
in history, but in such a way as to limit the efficacity of such causes to specific 
kinds of societies on the one hand and therefore to specific times and places on 
the other. In a democratic society, such as that which had taken shape in 
America in his own time, the search for general causes was justified because 
the society itself was a product of such general causes. In Europe, by contrast, 
the search for such general causes was not only intellectually but also morally 
questionable, because European society was-or at least appeared to be in the 
183os-a 111ixture of deI110cratic and aristocratic elelnents. To Tocqueville, this 
meant that it was possible to analyze its processes in terms of t\VO sets of laws, 
general and specific, or rather in tern1S of two kinds of causal agencies, gener
ally cultural on the one hand and individually human on the other. TIle sense 
of conflict between these two kinds of causal agencies, each of which is 
regarded as being equally legitimate in moral authority and all but equally 
autonomous within the historical process, gave to Tocqueville's earlier reflec
tions on history the aspect of a Tragic vision. 

Tocqueville viewed the task of the historian as essentially similar to that 
which Aeschylus conceived to be the task of the Tragic poet-that is, thera
peutic. A chaste historical consciousness would help to exorcise the residual 
fear of old gods and prepare B1en to aSSUlne responsibility for their own 
destinies by the construction of institutions and laws adequate to the cultiva~ 
tion of their own noblest capacities. The cultivation of such a historical 
consciousness, ho\vever, specifically required the salvation of the aristocratic 
point of view, not so nIuch as a basis of social organization, but as a possible 
perspective on reality, as an antidote to the morally debilitating effects of a 
"deillocratic" idea of history. 

The aristocratic idea of history, which taught that, "to be a master of his lot 
and to govern his fellow creatures, a man requires only to be master of him
self," had to be set over against the democratic idea, which held that "man is 
utterly powerless over himself and all around hiln." Was it possible, Tocque
ville asked, to combine the aristocratic historiography, which instructed men 
"only how to conllnand," and the democratic, which pronloted the instinct 
"only to obey?" He concluded that it was possible not only to combine these 
two conceptions of history in a new kind of historiography but to go beyond 
thenl both, to frame history in such a way as to merge it with poetry, the real 
with the ideal, the truthful with the beautiful and the good. Only thus, he 
said, could thought ('raise the faculties of man" rather than "complete their 
prostration." (Ibid.) Tocqueville therefore offered Democracy in America as 
a book which professed to favor "no particular views, and ... entertained no 
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design of serving or attacking any party." He had not, he said, "undertaken to 
see differently froIll others, but to look further." He claimed to have added a 
new dinlension to history; for, while other historians had been ttbusied for the 
nlOlTOW only," he had turned his thoughts "to the whole future." (I, 17) He 
had, in fact, attenlpted to treat the future as history. 

~ The Liberal MasT? 

It should be noted that Tocqueville's characterization of the interests of con
temporary historians "for the lllorrow only" as against his own interest in "the 
whole future n was on the face of it wrong, or was at least an egregious exag
geration. As a Illatter of fact, most of the significant historiography of his til1le, 
apart froll1 the specialized work of antiquarian acadenlics, was set forth in an 
effort to explain the present and to prepare contelTlporary society for a "realis
tic" 11lovelnent into the future. But the distinction betvveen a historiography 
of the i111111ediate future and a historiography which addresses the ((whole 
future" is one of the bases on vvhich a Liberal ideology in its postrevolutionary 
phase can be constructed. It permits the historian to clainl for his own reflec
tions on the possibilities of that future a scientific, or objective, character which 
is denied to the utilitarian and pragl1latic observations of his rnOIC imn1ediately 
socially involved counterparts. Mill recognized this bias in 1'ocqueville-and 
the essentially antilibertarian irnplications of it-in his review of Den10cracy 
in America in 1836. 

l'ocqucvillc professed not to doubt at all that a future different from any
thing known in either the past or the present was possible; that was how he 
distinguished hirllself froln the Conservatives, with WhOlll he is s0111etin1es 
grouped by conlmentators who sec only his desire to salvage what was COIll

lllendable in the ancien regime. However, that the future would be a historical 
future, that it would be continuous with, though differentiated froll1, both 
past and present~these were the convictions that placed hilTI solidly in the 
Liberal tradition. lIe participated in this tradition by refusing to predict the 
precise forn1 the future would take, by his inclination to move £roll1 his study 
of the past to the delination of all of the possible futures facing the present, 
and then to return to the present to stress the necessity of human choice for 
the determination of the specific future that would actually COBle to pass. 
Tocqucville used historical thought to ground living TIlen in a situation of 
choice, to enliven them to the possibilities of choosing, and to inforn1 them of 
the difficulties attending any choice they might I1lake. This constant move
l1lent, fraln a celebration of llian's capacities to Blake his own future, to the 
remenlbrance that every action carries with it certain dangers and certain suf
ferings, and back again to the celebration of struggle and labor, 11lade Tocque
ville both a Liberal and a Tragic "realist." 
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~ The Historiography of Social lVIediation 

Tocqueville saw it as his task, then, to lnediate not only between alternative 
concepts of society and between the past and the present, but between the 
present and the future as well. Between the poles of aristocracy and democ
racy, a number of possibilities offered themselves for consideration, ranging 
froin the tyranny of the elite to the tyranny of the mob. The task of the 
historian \vas to show ho\v these possibilities had crystalized as distinct alter
natives for the future and to inspire by an articulation of the Tragic nature of 
historical existence a proper 111ixture of seriousness and hope in the face of 
those choices. Tocq ueville did not doubt for a moment that denlocracy in 
one fornl or another "vas inevitable for Europe; but how nlen would fashion 
their existence in that denlocratic future relnained an open question. Or so 
he believed in 1835, \vhen he wrote to a reviewer of Democracy in America 
that he had "endeavored to make [his readers] bend to an irresistible future; 
so that the impulse in one quarter and the resistance in the other being less 
violent, society nlay l1larch on peaceably tovvards the fulfillment of its des
tiny. This is the dOlninant idea of the book-an idea which embraces all 
others" (l\iJ.emoir, I, 398). l'his "destiny," he hoped, would be neither aris
tocratic nor denlocratic as such, but a combination of the two which con
served that independence of spirit of the old order and that respect for the 
rights of all of the ne\v. 

Tocqueville's inlpulse, then, vvas at this time dialectical; he sought some way 
of justifying belief in the possibility of a synthesis between antithetical ele
n1ents in history. But the method of analysis which he used precluded any 
possibility of a synthesis; he proposed a typological method of analysis, but 
constructed a reductive, dualistic typology_ 111erefore, the 1110re perfectly his 
analysis "vas carried out, the more renl0te the possibility of any synthesis of 
the conflicting elements became. Since he conceived history in Metonymical 
terIlls, his thought ~Yas driven necessarily to the perception of the impossibility 
of uniting the principal components discerned in the analysis in an ilnaginable 
systeln of either thought or praxis. 

Looked at in the 1110St superficial luanner, Tocqueville's Democracy in 
A111erica does not qualify as a historical narrative. The chronological frame
work is simply presupposed; knowledge of it in detail is not required for com
prehension of the categories of analysis used in the explication of the phenom
ena of delllocratic society. The development, or evolution, of democracy in 
America is sinlply taken for granted; the idea of evolution is not, therefore, 
an organizing principle of the exposition. Everything that happened in Amer
ica, from the tinle of the original settlement by the first European colonizers 
to the Jacksonian era, represents sinlply a purification or articulation of change
less elements in the system, so that what is finally produced at the end of the 
process-TocquevilIe's own time-can hardly be conceived as anything more 
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than a 111onstrosity, a TIlonolithic systenl in which all the elenlents that ll1ight 
have served as checks and balances within it have been expunged. 

rrocquevil1e said in the Introduction to De1110cracy in America that he had 
vvritten the work "under the influence of a kind of religious awe" produced by 
reflection on the Ugreat deIl10cratic revolution" which "has advanced for cen~ 
turies in spite of every obst2_clc and \vhich is still advancing in the 111idst of the 
ruins it has causedH (I,. 3, 7)' The growth of delTIOCracy, he said, had the 
appearance of ~(a providential fact. .. It is universal, it is lasting, it constantly 
eludes all hUIl1an interference, and all events as well as all lllen contribute to 
its progress" (6). It was in the nature of a r-rragic destiny_ FJuropean society 
had already felt the first shocks of this democratic revolution, but ~\vithol1t 
that conCOlllitant change in the laws, ideas, CllStOll1S, and Il10rals which was 
necessary to render such a revolution beneficial" (8). Europe had cleared the 
way to a new society, but now hesitated to enter upon it: "we have destroyed 
an aristocracy, and \ve seem inclined to survey the ruins \vith c0111placency and 
to accept thenln (11). 

It was natural, 1-rocquevillc pointed out, for 111en to cling to idealized Inenl
aries of the past after the first revolutionary enthusiasm had cooled: "placed 
in the ITliddle of a rapid stre~l1n, we obstinately fix our eyes on the ruins that 
ll1ay still be descried upon the shore we have left, while the current hurries us 
away and drags us back",'ards towards the abyss" (7). But it was not possible 
to turn back: "1 an1 persuaded that all who attempt, in the ages upon vvhich 
we are entering, to base frecdol11 upon aristocratic privilege will fail; that all 
who attenlpt to dra\v and to retain authority within a single class will fail" 
(II, 340). It followed therefore that the problem confronting the age was, 
"not how to reconstruct aristocratic society, but how to Inake liberty proceed 
out of that den10cratic state of society in which God has placed us" (ibid.). 

Tocqueville was not, however, an advocate of what appeared to be the 
inevitable. He believed that the "principle of equality" vvas fraught with dan
gers to "the independence of ITlankind"; indeed, '~these dangers arc the IllOSt 

forlnidable as well as the least foreseen of all those which futurity holds in 
store" (348). But these dangers were not, he hoped, insurnlountable. Men in 
denlocratic societies would be "iUlpatient of regulation" and "wearied by the 
perlnanence even of the condition they themselves prefer"; they would be 
fond of power, prone to hate those \vho wielded it, and able easily to elude the 
grasp of those who had it (ibid.). Yet he tried to believe that there was noth
ing intrinsically horrifying about this. "111ese propensities" he argued, "will 
always nlanifest thenlselves; ... they originate in the groundwork of society, 
lvhich will undergo no change; for a long tinle they will prevent the establish-
11lcn t of any despotislll, and they will furnish fresh weapons to each sllcceeding 
generation that struggles in favor of the liberty of mankind" (ibid.). It was 
in1portant, then, to D1aintain a proper historical perspective on what was 
happening in the present age and 
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not to judge the state of society that is now con1ing into existence by notions 
derived from a state of society that no longer exists; for as these states of society 
are exceedingly different in their structure, they cannot be submitted to a just or 
fair comparison. It would scarcely be more reasonable to require of our contem .. 
poraries the peculiar virtues ~hich originated in the social conditions of their fore
fathers, since that social condition is itself fallen and has drawn into one 
promiscuous ruin the good and evil that belonged to it. [351] 

It was in1possible to determine in advance whether the emerging state of 
the world would be better or \vorse than the forlner one; virtues and vices alike 
\vere present in both. The men of the new age and the men of the old were 
like "two distinct orders of human beings, each of which has its own merits 
and defects, its own advantages and its own evils" (ibid.). In his own time, 
Tocqueville noted, some men could "perceive nothing in the principle of 
equality but the anarchical tendencies that it engenders." These "dread their 
own free agency, they fear themselves." Others took the opposite view: 
"beside that track which starts from the principle of equality to terminate in 
anarchy, they have at last discovered the road that seems to lead men to 
inevitable servitude. 1ney shape their souls beforehand to this necessary con
dition; and, despairing of remaining free, they already do obeisance in their 
hearts to the master who is soon to appear. The forri-Ier abandon freedom 
because they think it dangerous; the latter, because they think it impossible." 
(348) Tocql1eville 'sought grounds for rejecting both alternatives. A correct 
and sufficiently extensive vision of history could show the folly of a naive faith 
in the principle of equality as well as of the thoughtless fear of it. Tocqueville 
closed Democracy in A111erica with an injunction to the public to "look for
ward to the future "vith that salutary fear which makes men keep watch and 
ward for freedom, not \vith that faint and idle terror which depresses and 
enerva tes the heart" (ibid.). 

~ The "Syntax" of Significant Historical Processes 

Tocqueville did not, he said, enter upon his study of democracy in America 
"merely to satisfy a curiosity," but rather, first, to contrive an "image of 
democracy itself, with its inclinations, its character, its prejudices, in order to 
learn what \ve have to fear or to hope from its progress" (I, 14, 17), and, 
second, to provide a basis for the "new science of politics" that would be 
"needed for a new world" (7). His true subject was the ideal of freedom 
which had informed European cultural life from the beginning and to which 
both aristocracy and democracy, each in its own way, had contributed. 

Yet Tocqueville's conception of democracy in America was that of a kind of 
monstrosity. To him, Anlerican democracy represented a rent, a schism, in the 
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fabric of Western civilization, the one-sided and extrenle developlnen t of a 
tendency which had existed in Europe since the breakup of the feudal COlll111U

nity in the sixteenth century. Anlerica offered an cxanlple of the pure type of 
democracy; there, "for the first tinlC, ... theories hitherto unknown, or deenled 
ilnpracticable, were to exhibit a spectacle for which the world had not been 
prepared by the history of the past" (26). The vast natural viealth of Anlerica 
and the absence of any pre-existing social order made it possible for a tradition 
of thought and action \vhich had rCll1ained recessive in Europe to grow and 
flo\ver and to 111anifest all its potential for both creativity and destructiveness 
in the ideal of freedoill. Thus, Anlerica offered a kind of hothouse environ
ll1cnt for the full developu1ent of a social systenl that was only beginning to 
take shape in a Europe "still enclunberecl by the renlains of the world that is 
waning in decay" (II, 349). But it vvas precisely the existence of these histori
cal renlains of an older society which provided the possibility of creating in 
E:urope a better social systelTI than that which had taken shape in Anlerica. 

By the time the second voluI11e of .Democracy in Anlerica was being written, 
AUlcrican society had begun to 11lanifest certain potentially fatal flaws to 
rrocqueville. 1"he 1110St apparent of these was its tendency to change without 
developing. Tocqucville fonnd a depressing stasis in Anlerican social and cul
turallife, a resistance to innovation, an inability to turn change into progress. 
l'hus, he said, the AU1erican people offer thernselves to the contelnporary 
observer in essentially the san1e condition as that in which they had arrived 
fro111 Europe two centuries earlier (7). fIe was also depressed by the endenlic 
Materialisl11 of Arnerican life, and in a nUll1ber of places he expressed the fear 
that a plutocracy Blight take shape in AUlerica which, while Under111ining the 
ideal of equality, vvould fail to substitute the healthy independence of thought 
and action that had characterized aristocracy in Europe during its early, crea
tive phase. 

That Europe was potentially threatened by silnilar dangers was indicated by 
Tocqueville's clainl that there is nothing essentially "Anlerican" in Anlerican 
dC1110eracy. Every aspect of Anlcrican life had its origins, he clainled, in 
Europe. Thus he wrote, "If we carefully exanline the social and political state 
of Anlerica, after having studied its history, we shall remain perfectly con
vinced that not an opinion, not a ellstonl, not a law, I I11ay even say not an 
event is on record which the [European J origin of that people will not 
explain" (I, 29). And he attributed the static quality of Anlerican life in large 
part to the want of a tradition of "denlocratic revolution" by which the estab
lished social systelll could be subjected to periodic criticisnl and evaluation and 
the inlpulse to progressive transformation of it could be husbanded (7). 

I t was this want of a revolutionary tradition which really distinguished 
Anlerican from European sociallifc. Whereas in A111erica the delTIOCratic ideal 
was merely established, in Europe that ideal had to establish itself against the 
opposition of the aristocracy and against a centralized state, which was the 
enelny of aristocracy and denlocracy alike. 1~bis opposition forced certain 
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segments of aristocratic culture to embrace the democratic ideal, which led to 
the fusion of the principle of equality with the revolutionary impulse, and 
created thereby that tradition of democratic revolution by which Europe was 
endowed with a potential for progressive transformation which was. lacking in 
Anlerican democracy_ Thus, whereas only two factors had to be considered for 
the comprehension of Anlerican history (the inforlning social ideal and the 
natural envirOlllnent in \vhich it develops), in the comprehension of Euro
pean history four factors had to be studied. These were the aristocratic social 
ideal, the denlocratic social ideal, the centralized state, and the tradition of 
revolution. And, whereas the drama of America showed itself to be, in the 
final analysis, a struggle of TIlen against nature solely for the establishment of 
the principle of equality, and hence a pathetic one, the European drama was 
essentially a sociopolitical one, involving conflicting ideas of society, a state 
power which transcended and opposed these ideas and used them to its own 
advantage, and the revolutionary tradition which in turn opposed the principle 
of state power and periodically dissolved it in the service of the ideal of liberty. 
That is to say, the European, as against the American, drama had all the 
ingredients of a real Tragedy. 

~ The "Semantics" of American History 

All of this is sketched in the opening chapters of the second volume of De
nl0cracy in America. Here Tocqueville traced the 'nlain principles of demo
cratic thought in both Anlerica and Europe back to the religious reformers of 
the sixteenth century. But he pointed out that, vvhereas the spirit of inde
pendent judgment and criticism continued to develop in Europe-from 
Luther through Descartes to Voltaire-in America this spirit degenerated into 
an acceptance of COmI110n opinion. Thus, in Europe there was a democratic 
philosophical tradition, which fed and succored the revolutionary tradition in 
culture, politics, and religion, vvhile in America there was scarcely a philosoph
ical tradition at all or even an interest in philosophy. American society, born 
of religious convictions, had accepted those convictions "without inquiry" and 
was "obliged to accept in like manner a great number of moral truths originat
ing in it and connected \vith it" (II, 7)' In Europe, by contrast, the develop
lllent of both philosophy and revolution was fostered by resistance to the 
principle of equality in both the aristocratic classes and the centralized state. 
Accordingly, both the tradition of speculative self-criticisnl and the tradition 
of criticislll by revolutionary action had been kept alive there. And they 
offered the possibility of creating a new society which, while egalitarian in 
principle, still prollloted an individuality in thought and action that was 
lacking in America. 

In the end, therefore, America represented a kind of grotesque development 
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of only one-half of the European tradition of freedorIl. European civilization 
developed out of the conflict of two social ideals (aristocratic and deIIlocratic) 
and two political tendencies (state centralization and revolution). By con
trast, j\111erican civilization lacked the aristocratic social ideal to serve as a 
counterbalance to deITlocratic ideals, and the tradition of revolution to serve as 
a counterbalance to state centralization. 'fhe main danger to the future of 
freedom in l\n1erica thus lay in the possible union of the principle of state 
centralization 'with the derl10cratic social ideal, which would create a tyranny 
of the Inajority. (13) In Europe the tradition of aristocratic independence 
and that of revolution offered checks on the developrnent of the delTIOCratic 
ideal which could be harlnful or beneficial, depending on how they were 
applied. 'rhus, rrocqueville pointed out to his conterrlporaries in Europe, "The 
nations of our tin1e cannot prevent the conditions of men froI11 becolning 
equal," but it still depends "upon themselves whether the principle of equality 
is to lead theIrl to servitude or freedom, to knowledge or barbarisDl, to pros
perity or vvretchedness" (352). 

In T'ocqueville's reflections on America, then, there is very little that can be 
taken as unqualified praise and much that can be taken as criticism. I-iis atti
tude to-vvard it \vas Ironic in the extrelTle. He both stood above it and judged it 
in all its aspects and viewed it as a cOlTIplex of conditions and processes that 
offered very little reason to hope that it could produce anything worth,vhile to 
hunlanity in general. rrocql1eville enlplotted American history,. not as any 
]~olnantic ascent, or even as a Tragic rise and fall in which the protagonist 
gains in consciousness by the suffering he endures. Democracy in its j\rnerican 
fornl~which is to say, without any restraints upon its inherent impulses toward 
tyranny---could conIC only to a pathetic issue in the long fun. 

fTo be sure, ffocqueville relninded us that nations are never entirely gov
erned by "soBle insurmountable and unintelligent po\ver arising fron1 anterior 
events, fronl their race, or fran1 soil and clin1ate of their countries." rrocque
vine excoriated belief in snch deterlninistic principles as "false and cowardly~;; 
it could produce only "feeble B1en and pnsillanilTIOllS nations,?' \Vhile Provi~ 
dence had not created I-nankind c0111pletely independent or perfectly free, it 
was possible to i111agine an area of freedo1n in vvhich every luan was his ovvn 
Blaster. 'rhe task of the historian V,ras to show that, although '~around every 
l1lan a fatal circle is traced beyond which he cannot pass," nonetheless ~\vithin 
the wide verge of that circle he is powerful and free." And, "as it is vvith n1en, 
so \vith COIl111l.Unities." (Ibid.) But Tocquevil1e gave very little reason for any~ 
one to invest rnuch hope in AU1erica's future, or that of delllocracy, which 
probably accounts for the lack of interest in his work in the country though~ 
out the second half of the nineteenth century. Min recognized this implicit 
hostility to deITlocracy in 'rocqueville's thought; and, though he praised hin1 
for the profundity of his historical insights and his sociological observations, 
he denied the legitimacy of the irnplications dravvn by the l:french aristocrat 
for the future of dernocracy in both Alnerica and Europe. 
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~ The Drama of European History 

With respect to the drama of European civilization, Tocqueville believed that 
he \vas living through the last scene of the first, or aristocratic, act, and that he 
had seen in America one possible outcome of the dawning second, or demo
cratic, act. His purpose was to show how that act might be played out in 
Europe with a Comic rather than a Tragic resolution. His study of democracy 
in America was meant to be not Inerely a hypothetical description of the next 
European age but a contribution to Europe's avoidance of a lTIonolithically 
den10cra tic fate. 

Western civilization, as he saw it in his tilne, existed in a severed, a schis
matic, condition: on one side of the Atlantic, the Alnerican monster; on the 
other, Europe torn by conflicting ideals and unable to choose between them, 
uncertain of its o\vn powers, ll1indless of its o\vn resources for renewal, vacil .. 
lating, indecisive, unsure. Having con1pleted his diagnosis of American society 
and his prognosis of its imminent degeneration into the tyranny of the mob, 
Tocqueville turned to his analysis of European society, to an assessment of 
what \vas living and what \vas dead of its n1illennial traditions, and to the 
detern1ination of its prospects for the future. His The Old Regime and the 
Revolution, the first of a projected 111ultivolume study of the impact of the 
Revolution on European society, was intended as a vindication of aristocratic 
cultural ideals. The strategy of the book was the same as that of Democracy in 
America, but the tactics were somewhat different. The study of American 
delTIOCracy had been injected into the static world of Orleanist France as an 
antidote to the fear of delllocracy on the one hand and to the thoughtless 
devotion to democracy on the other. It was meant to assuage the fears of 
Reactionaries by showing the extent to which democracy was enden1ic to 
European history, and at the sanle tin1e to temper the enthusiasm of Radicals 
by revealing the flaws in the pure democracy which had developed in the New 
World. The Old Regime had a similar twofold purpose. On the one hand it 
lllodulated the enthusiasm of denlocrats by showing how their own precious 
revolutionary tradition was itself a creation of an aristocratic society and how 
(Ironically) the Revolution had been a product of the very social system it had 
tried to overthrow. On the other hand, however, it emphasized (Ironically) 
the elenlents of continuity between the old regime and the new, especially in 
the growth of the centralized state, which threatened the principle of liberty 
on behalf of which the revolutionaries had fought. The conviction that the 
clock of history can never be turned back to an earlier time was maintained 
throughout, and the desire to turn it back was suppressed whenever it cropped 
up in Tocqueville's own mind. But the price that men must pay for egalitar
ianism was coldly assessed, and the losses to human culture which gains in 
social progress through egalitarianism demand were pressed home to con
SCIousness. 
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~{) Liberal Point of View, Conservative Tone 

In the introduction to 1~he ()Zd Regi1ne ]'ocqueville wrote that his book was 
intended "to 11lake clear in vvhat respects [the present social systcln] resenl~ 

bles and in what it differs frorn the social systeITl that preceded it; and to deter
TIline what was lost and \vhat "vas gained by that vast upheaval" (xi). rrhus, 
he noted, 

vVhenever 1 found in our forefathers any of those virtues so vital to a nation but 
no\v vven~nigh exinct~~~·a spirit of healthy independence, high anlbitions, faith in 
oneself and in a cause~I have throvvn theIl1 into relief. Similarly, whenever I 
found traces of any of those vices which after destroying the old order still affect 
the body politic, I have cD1phasized them; for it is in the light of evils to which 
they fornlerly gave rise that we can gauge the harnl they yet nlay do. [xii] 

I-Iere again, then, the study of the old regiu1e was not l11eant to be IYlerely an 
exercise in historical reconstruction as an end in itself; its purpose was to help 
1-

l

ocqueville's age liberate itself fr01T1 a sterile rage over what had already 
happened in the past and an equally sterile, uncritical satisfaction with its own 
achieven1ent in the present. 'rhc point of view was ll1anifestly Liberal, but 
the tone ,vas Conservative. 1-lhe 111ood, though ostensibly objective and ilnpar·~ 
tial, was 1110dulated froll1 a rrragic acceptance of the inevitable to an Ironic 
adrnonition of the devotees of the old order to look to their O\V11 best interests 
and to act accordingly. 

~rhe Revolution was presented by 1'ocqueviUe not as a product of sonle 
ineluctable 111etahistorical process nor as a monolithically detern1ining possibil
ity for the future. On the contrary, it "vas, he insisted, a product of hU711an 
choices in the fact of alternatives offered by nature and specifi.c social conc1i= 
tions. T'he Revolution, like the old regime itself, was a historical event; it was 
a distinct past with a characteristic physiogn0111Y and life style, with vices to 
be deplored and virtues to be husbanded. Like the old regime, the Revolution 
had its reasons for happening, its reasons for coming to an end or taking the 
£orn1 it had assu111ed in the Ininds of living TIlen. But 1'ocql1eville sought to 
show how the transition £ro111 the old reginlc to the new had taken place, not 
dialectically, but rather cataclysI11icalIy, in a process by which hunlan conscious
ness becoInes reconciled with the conditions of its social existence, and in spite 
of the specific intentions of the various actors who took part in that draITla of 
transi tion. 

The Old Regime, then, was an essay in conservation. Tocqueville's purpose 
was not to turn Europe back to an earlier tilne or to halt it in the present, but 
to make of the den10cratic future a freer, more human one. But this more 
hun1an future was conceived in prilnarily aristocratic terms. In a notable conl
ment on Burke, Tocqueville made this purpose explicit: 
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UYou \vish to correct the abuses of your governn1ent," [Burke] said to the l?rench, 
Hbut\vhy invent novelties? vVhy not return to your old traditions?" ... Burke 
did not see that what was taking place before his eyes was a revolution \vhose ainl 
was precisely to abolish that "'ancient COlnnlon la\v of Europe," and that there 
could be no question of putting the clock back. [21] 

The l{evolution had called the "entire social systeln" into doubt; it was an 
attclnpt on the part of the French people to "break \vith the past, to ITlakc, as 
it vverc, a scission in their life and to create an unbridgeable gulf bct\veen an 
they had hitherto been and all they aspired to be" (vii). But the irnportant 
point was that this attenlpt ,vas not realized, and study \vould sho\v that, 
~']~adical though it 111ay have been, the Revolution ITlade far fewer changes 
than is generally supposed" (20). At the sanle tinIe, the failure of the attempt 
to break cOIDpletely \vith the past could not be construed as an argtunent 
against the F .... evolution. For, even if the Revolution had not occurred, Tocque
ville said, 

the old social structure would nonetheless have been shattered everywhere sooner 
or later. The only difference \vould have been that instead of collapsing with sllch 
brutal suddenness, it 'Nould have crulnbled bit by bit. At one fell swoop, ,vithout 
warning, \vithout transition, and yvithout corl1punctiol1, the Revolution effected 
\vhat in any case \vas bound to happen, if by slow degrees. [Ibid.] 

110 'focql1eville the Revolution was comprehensible as a manifestation of 
a higher logic in history, but in French history in particular: "It "vas the inevi
table outc0I11e of a long period of gestation, the abrupt and violent conclusion 
of a process in \vhich six generations had played an internlittent part." 
Tocqueville thus presented the l~evolution as Han inlrnanent reality" in the 
old regin1e, a "presence on the thresholdu" (Ibid.) Far frorn being the radical 
break \vith the past that its leaders intended it to be-and that its enemies 
believed it to be-the Revolution ,vas actually "the natural outcoIue of the 
very social order it Blade such haste to destroy." Thus envisaged, the Revolu
tion \vas neither a divine nor a diabolic, but quintessentially a historical, event 
-that is to say, a product of the past, a present in its own right, and a neces
sary elelnent in the disposition of any future for Europe. 111us, v/hile Illost of 
his contenlporaries;> both Liberal and Conservative, ,vere beginning to arrive 
at a consensus over the uniforul1y vicious effects of any "unleashing" of the 
lliasses, and especially of their unleashing during the Revolution, Tocqueville 
continued to cultivate the realist's respect for both the Revolution and the 
masses, above all because they existed (and therefore had to be dealt with), 
and, second, because of what they revealed about men in general and about 
the relations among individuals of all classes and the social systellls created 
to serve their needs. 
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~-g l~rc1gic C~onflict troln the Ironic Perspective 

1-11e protagonist of l~lhe Old Regi111e 'was the old reginlc itself, caught bebNeen 
the dead vvcight of its o\\'n past and its awareness of the changes necessary for 
its continued survival. It is too strong to say that ~rocqueville actually personi-, 
fled the old rcgirne and Blade of it the '-rragic hero of his story, but there is a 
certain Lear-like quality about its dilernrna. 'focqueville portrayed the 1110nar
chy and its sustaining institutions as inlpaled on the horns of a dilcrnnlC1 cre-' 
ated by the logic of state centralization on the one hand and the logic of 
hUlnan aspiration on the other. He s'hovved hovv the old reginle attelnpted a 
l1llIl1ber of reforlIls for bettering the conditions under which people of all 
classes had to livc J but how, tirne after tilne, the proposed refornls ran afoul 
of contradictory C0111111itnlents of the regilne to particular parts of the social 
order; and ho\v, when a given refoInl ,vas undertaken, it rnerely proITloted the 
denland for other refoIllls rather than satisfied the class or group in whose 
interest it had been undertaken. On the eve of the Revolution, f~rance vvas a 
web of contradictions and paradoxes which pro1110ted in the people a uniforlTI 
feeling of hostility to the social systern that nothing short of an attenlpt at 
total renovation could possibly assuage. 

l1n the one hand was a nation in which the love of \vealth and luxury was daily 
spreading; 011 the other a governnlent that while constantly fOlnenting this passion, 
at the seune tiIne frustrated it-~~and by this fatal inconsistency was sealing its own 
clooIn. [179r 

F~or 11lany centuries j Tocqueville wrote, the French people had felt 

a desire, inveterate and uncontrollable, utterly to destroy all such institutions as 
J .I 

had survived frolll the Middle Ages and, having cleared the ground, to build up a 
new society in which lllen were as 11ll1ch alike and their status as equal as possible, 
allowing for the innate differences between individuals. The other ruling passion, 
luorc recent and less deeply rooted, was a desire to live not only on an equal 
footing but also as free rnen. 

l'oward the close of the Old Reginle these two passions were equally sincerely 
felt and seeIl1ed equally operative. \Vhen the Revolution started, they canle in 
contact, joined forces, coalesced, and reinforced each other, fanning the revolu~ 
tionary ardor of the nation to a blaze. [208] 

As thus presented, the Revolution was a product of the conflict between 
hUIIlan consciousness and the social systenl; and, in its 1110St general nature, it 
was an expression of a justified attenlpt to re-establish harnl0ny between 
thought and feeling on the one hand and legal and political institutions on the 
other. It "vas a product neither of purely spiritual nor of purely Inaterial factors; 
nor vvas it a ll1anifestation of SOUle autonolll0lls and determining nletahistori~ 
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cal po\ver. The lnain cause of the Revolution was a sudden perception on the 
part of Frenchlnen that their ideal aspirations were no longer consonant with 
the social systenl that had served them adequately for the past two centuries. 

In large part, this severance of consciousness froIn society was the result, 
1'ocqueville wrote, of the intellectuals' criticism of the old regiIne. Their 
utopian visions had the effect of alienating the ll1asses from the social order 
that purported to serve theln best. Thus: 

alongside the traditional and confused, not to say chaotic, social system of the day 
there \vas gradually built up in 11len's lllinds an imaginary ideal society in \V'hich 
all \vas sinlple, uniform, coherent, equitable, and rational in the fullest sense of 
the ternl. It \vas this vision of the perfect State that fired the inlagination of the 
ll1asses and little by little estranged them fronl the here-and-now. Turning away 
from the real world around then1, they indulged in dreams of a far better one and 
ended up by living, spiritually, in the ideal world thought up by the writers. [146] 

This utopianislll \vas not justified, Tocqueville suggested, not because the old 
reginle "vas not chaotic (for it \vas) , but because the objective condition of the 
French people had been better in the years before the Revolution than it was 
for .!Jlany decades after the Revolution. "A study of cOlnparative statistics," 
Tocqueville \vrote, "n-:akes it clear that in none of the decades ilnmediately 
following the Revolution did our national prosperity make such rapid for
ward strides as in the two preceding it'~ (174), The "paradox" in the situation 
was that this very increase in prosperity worked to the disadvantage of the 
reginle that fostered it. rrhus, in a characteristic passage Tocqueville re
lnarked: 

The belief that the greatness and power of a nation are products of its adn1inistra
tive machinery alone is, to say the least, shortsighted; however perfect that 
Inachinery, the driving force behind it is what counts. We have only to look at 
England, where the constitutional systen1 is vastly nlore complicated, unwieldly, 
and erratic than that of France today. Yet is there any other European country 
whose national \vealth is greater; where private ownership is more extensive, takes 
so many forms, and is so secure; where individual prosperity and a stable social 
systen1 are so \rvell allied? This is not due to the merits of any special laws but to 
the spirit animating the English constitution as a whole. That certain organs may 
be faulty matters little when the life force of the body politic has such vigor. [175] 

He \ven t on to indicate the effect on the populace of the "steadily increasing 
prosperity" of France imnlediately before the Revolution. This increasing 
prosperity "everywhere promoted a spirit of unrest," he argued. "The general 
public became more and lnore hostile to every ancient institution, more and 
more discontented; indeed, it was increasingly obvious that the nation was 
heading for a revolution." (Ibid.) 
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Tocqueville then turned to a consideration of the social situation in specific 
regions, contrasting the lle-de-France, where the old order was lllost quickly 
uprooted by the denlands for reforn1, and those areas of France where the 
luethods of the past were nlaintained nlost rigidly, and pointing out that "it 
was precisely in those parts of France where there had been ll10St inlproVClnent 

that popular discontent ran highest" (176). Continuing, he cOlnn1ented: 

'rhis may seenl il1ogical~-but history is full of such paradoxes. For it is not always 
when things are going froBl bad to worse that revolutions break out. ()n the con
trary, it oftener happens that when a people which has put up with an oppressive 
rule over a long period without protest suddenly finds the govenlInent relaxing its 
pressure, it takes up arnlS against it. 1'hus the social order overthrown by a revolu
tion is almost always better than the one inl111ediately preceding it, and experi
ence teaches us that, generally speaking, the 1110St perilous I110111ent for a bad 
governnlent is one vvhen it seeks to lnend its ways. Only COnSU111I11ate statecraft 
can enable a l(ing to save his throne when after a long spell of oppressive rule he 
sets to inlproving the- lot of his subjects. Patiently endured so long as it seenled 
beyond redress, a grievance C0I11eS to appear intolerable once the possibility of 
rellloving it crosses ll1en's Blinds. For the lnere fact that certain abuses have been 
renledied draws attention to the others and they now appear lnorc galling; people 
111ay suffer less, but their sensibility is exacerbated. I\t the height of its power 
feudalislll did not inspire so lllnch hatred as it did on the eve of its eclipse. In the 
reign of Louis XVI the most trivial pinpricks of arbitrary power caused nlore 
resentl11ent than the thoroughgoing despotisnl of Louis XIV. The brief inlprisol1-
I11ent of Beaulnarchais shocked Paris lnore than the dragonnades of 1685. 

In 1 780 there could no longer be any talk of France's being on the downgrade; 
on the contrary, it seenled that no linlit could be set to her advance. And it was 
110\V that theories of the perfectibility of 111an and continuous progress caD1e into 
fashion. Twenty years earlier there had been no hope for the future; in 1789 no 
anxiety was felt about it. Dazzled by the prospect of a felicity undrearned of 
hitherto and now \vithin their grasp, people were blind to the very real irnprove
lllent that had taken place and eager to precipitate events. [177] 

What these passages suggest is a conception of the laws of social change 
sinlilar to those nlet with in Greek 1'ragedy, the laws by which those whose 
condition of life is inlproving should look to the advent of SOIlle calamity, 
usually a product of the overextension of their own lilnited capacities for 
understanding the world or for looking at it and thenlselves '4realistically." At 
the saB1e tilne, Tocqueville invoked an Organicist llletaphor to characterize 
the powers of the old regi111e and the forces which failed it in its time of trial. 

It would seenl that in all human institutions, as in the hlunan body, there is a 
hidden source of energy, the life principle itself, independent of the organs which 
perform the various functions needed for survival; once this vital RaIne burns low, 
the whole organis111 languishes and wastes away, and though the organs seem to 
function as before, they serve no useful purpose. [79] 
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Once this "hidden source of energy" dried up, the old regime was propelled 
upon a path leading to its own self-destruction; no matter what it did, it could 
only contribute to its own denlise. Its very efforts to improve its position 
created that social condition of atomization against which men were naturally 
inclined to rebel. 

Once the bourgeois had been completely severed from the noble, and the peasant 
from both alike, and when a sin1ilar differentiation had taken place within each of 
these three classes, with the result that each was split up into a number of small 
groups almost completely shut off from each other, the inevitable consequence 
was that although the nation came to seem a homogeneous whole, its parts no 
longer held together. Nothing had been left that could obstruct the central gov
ernment, but, by the same token, nothing could shore it up. This is why the 
grandiose edifice built up by our Kings was doomed to collapse like a card castle 
once disturbances arose within the social order on which it was based. [136-37] 

And, from these generalizations, Tocqueville vvent on to remark Ironically on 
the failure of his own generation to learn anything from these experiences: 

In the event this nation, vvhich alone seems to have learned wisdom from the 
errors and failings of its fanner fulers, has been unable, though it so effectively 
shook off their donlination, to rid itself of the false notions, bad habits, and 
pernicious tendencies which they had given it or allowed it to acquire. Sometimes, 
indeed, we find it displaying a slave mentality in the very exercise of its freedom, 
and as incapable of governing itself as it was once intractable vis a vis its masters. 
[137] 

These passages reveal Tocq ueville' s a bili ty to move with serene assurance 
fron1 economic, to social, to political, to psychological factors, considering 
thenl all as different aspects of the single historical process, giving to each its 
proper vvcight, and, on principle, ruling out none as an active force. They 
contain, hovvever, a number of assumptions about the actions of individuals as 
functions of class membership alone, signs of nlethodologically limiting pre
conceptions about a static human nature, and hints of class loyalty and ideo
logical preference. Tocqueville purported to stand above the battle, and so he 
did. But he vvas by no I11eans the synlpathetic observer of all the forces engaged 
in it. He vvas, rather, the impartial judge of persons caught in. the operations 
of forces and situations of \vhich they had not the slightest understanding. 

~ The Ironic Resolution of the Revolutionary Drama 

At the san1e time, however, Tocqueville presented the transition from old to 
new as a process in which the worst elements of the past would be saved as 
aspects of the achieved present. Like Michelet and Ranke, Tocqueville discov-
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ered the lines of continuity which linked his ovvn age to that of the old reginle. 
But this continuity constituted a dubious legacy; it was made up of the tend
ency toward state centralization and the love of equality. Unfortunately, he 
pointed out, these two factors are not antithetical. The French nation, he 
111aintained, was inclined to suffer, in any governlnent, "practices and princi
ples that are, in fact, the tools of despotislU" so long as that governrnent 
"favors and flatters its desire for equality" (210). 

Another, rnore tenuous thread was conceived to link the present with the 
past, a thread 111ade up of what Tocqueville called "the desire for freedo111" 
(ibid.). While the inlpulse toward state centralization and the love of equality 
had been continuons and growing, the desire for freedo111 had waxed and 
waned: "()n several occasions during the period extending froIn the outbreak 
of the IZevolution up to our ovvn ti111e we find the desire for freedoDl reviving, 
succulnbing, then returning, only to die out once 1110re and presently blaze up 
again" (ibid.). l'Ieither state centralization nor the love of equality was the 
necessary carrier of the desire for freedolll, the fOflner for obvious reasons, the 
latter because its devotees tended to be zealous, obstinate, and aoften blind, 
ready' to Blake every concession to those who give it satisfaction" (ibid.). 

vVhcrcin, then, lay the hope for freedo111 in the future? Tocqueville pur
ported to find it in the anonwlotls character of the French people then1selves, 
a character which had given birth to and succored the tradition of revolution. 

I t hardly secrns possible that there can ever have existed any other people so full 
of contrasts and so extrerrle in all their doings, so nIuch guided by thcir elTIotions 
and so little by fixed princ~ples, ahvays behaving better, or \varsc, than one ex~ 
pected of theni. At one titIle they rank above, at another belo\v, the norn1 of 
hurnanity; ... So long as no one thinks of resisting, you can lead [the FrenchluanJ 
on a thread, but once a revolutionary I110Venient is afoot, nothing can restrain 
hinl frol11 taking part in it .... 'rhus the French are at once the nl0st brilliant and 
the 1110st dangerous of all European nations, and the best qualified to become, in 
the eyes of other peoples, an object of adnliration, of hatred, of cOlllpassion, or 
alarn1~l1ever of indifference. [210-11] 

In their unpredictability, their infinite variety,. and their extremiSlll, the 
French constitute a veritable antitype to the Anlcrican people, and 'l'ocque
ville left no doubt that he found ll1uch to C0l111nend in them. But he did not 
endow the F\cnch people with the characteristics of a divine l1lystcry, as did 
Michelet. 1'hc ano111alous nature of the French people had its origins in 
discernible historical causes, S0l11e of vvhich rrocqlleville set forth in }'he Old 
Regirne. 13ut he viewed the French as the custodians par excellence of the 
revolutionary tradition which Blight save Europe fron1 anarchy and tyranny. 
'[his tradition was the solvent to the vices of egalitarianisI11 in its extrenle 
£01'111, a counter-poise to the excesses of political centralization, an antidote 
to any iUlpulse to return to the past or rernain content vvith the present, and 
the best guarantor of the continued growth of hUlnan frcedolll in the future. 
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~ The Attempt to Resist the Ideological Inlplications of the 
Ironic Viewpoint 

Tocqueville valued order ll10re than he valued freedom, but he never allowed 
his love of order to appear as a significant argument for resisting social change, 
as Burke had done earlier and the Hegelian Right did in Tocqueville's own 
time. In fact, Tocqueville's personal admiration for Hegel's moral philosophy 
was seriously undermined, when, during a visit to Germany in 1854, he saw 
the llses to vvhich Hegel's thought had been put by the "ruling powers" in 
Prussia. In a letter written during that year, he pointed out that Hegelianism, 
as currently interpreted, "asserted that, in a political sense, all established facts 
ought to be subn1itted to as legitilnate; and that the very circumstance of their 
existence \vas sufficient to make obedience to them a duty" (Memoir, II, 
270). In short, Hegelianisln, as Tocqueville encountered it a quarter of a 
century after Hegel's death, seemed to lnake of the status quo a deity. And this 
offended Tocqueville's conviction of the essential historicity of everything, of 
the right of men to render judgment on anything received from the past and 
to revise it in the light of changing circumstances and hunlan needs. He was 
equally repelled by the racist doctrines of his friend Gobineau, but for a 
different reason. Gobineau Illade of a remote, mythic past a deity every bit as 
tyrannical as the "Hegelianized" present of Prussia. 

The Ironic historiography of the late Enlightenment did not die out \vith 
the transition to the period of Stiirm und Driing and Romanticism; it was 
simply pushed into the background. An Ironic conception of history underlies 
de lViaistre's antirevolutionary jeremiads, Chateaubriand's doleful reflections 
on Europe's fall from Christian faith, Kierkegaard's neo-orthodoxy, Stirner's 
nihilism, and Schopenhauer's philosophy, which, in large part, is little lTIore 
than the Ironic answer to Hegel's Comic emplotment of the whole world 
process. But the Ironic approach to history did not succeed in establishing 
itself as a serious alternative to the Romantic and Comic approaches until 
after mid-century, when, like Schopenhauer's philosophy itself, it took hold 
as an alternative to the "naivete" of historians like Michelet and Ranke and 
the conceptually overdetertnined "philosophy of history" of Marx and Engels. 
In the atmosphere of urealism" vvhich characterized European academic schol
arship, art, and literature after the revolutions of 1848-51, the Ironic perspec
tive on history every\vhere succeeded both the Romantic and Comic perspec
tives as the dOlninant mode of thought and expression. And this perspective 
sanctioned the "Staatsraison" school of nationalist historiography represented 
by Treitschke and Von Sybel; the "Positivist" school represented by Taine, 
Buckle, and the Social Darwinists; and the "Aestheticist" school represented 
by Renan, Burckhardt, and Pater. 

Tocqueville fully recognized the appeal of an Ironic conception of history, 
and foresaw its advent. In the early 1850s, he discerned it in the work of his 
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friend, Arthur de Gobineau, and he tried to contrive an alternative, Tragic 
conception of history which, while granting the justification of the Ironic 
insight, \vould transcend it and provide the grounds for a nlodest hope for his 
own generation at least. 

~~ Criticisnl of Gobineau 

In his now faITIOUS Essai sur l'inegalite des races humaines, Gobineau unquali
fiedly rejected the 111yths of progress which sustained the Rornantic and C0l11ic 
conceptions of history alike. Far frolTl viewing either the i111nlediate (revolu
tionary) past or his own present as a culrninCltion of a long dranla of hU111an 
liberation, Gobineau viewed the whole of history as one long "fall" fronl a 
prcsu111ed age of racial purity into the degenerate condition of universal 
racial corruption and "1110ngrelization." rThe voice in which Gobineal1 spoke 
was that of the pure Ironist, with its insistence upon the writer's own hard 
realis111 and unflinching recognition of "the facts" of life and history. In 
response to criticis111S of the '~corruptive" nature of his book, Gobineau wrote: 

If I anl corrupting at all, I corrupt \vith acids and not \vith perfurnes. Believe 111e 

that this is not at all the purpose of illy book. I anl not telling people: "You are 
acquitted" or "You arc condenlDed"; I tell therl1: "You are dying." ... What I 
say is that you have spent your youth and that you have now reached the age of 
decline. Your alltulnn is I1l0re vigorous, undoubtedly, than has been the decrepi~ 
tude of the rest of the world, but it is autu1l111 nonetheless; the winter will CaDle 
and you will have no children. [Gobineau to Tocqueville, 1856, in Tocqueville, 
ER, 284~85] 

"fhe contrast between the rnood of this passage and that of Constant, cited 
earlier as an exalnple of the Nihilislll of postrevolutionary despair, is nlanifest. 
Constant's tone was nlelancholy, that of Gobineau perversely cold and objec
tivist. \\lhereas the fornler reported an inlpression, the latter asserted a scien
tific truth. Gobineau, like 111any other historians of the 1850S and afterward, 
clainled to be acting only as a diagnostician of social processes, not as a poet 
or a prophet: 

By telling you what is happening and \vhat is going to happen, an1 I taking some
thing away from you? I arn not a 111urderer; neither is the doctor who announces 
the conling of the end. If I arn wrong, nothing ,viII renlain of illy four volurnes. 
If I an1 right, the facts will not be subdued by the desire of those who do not want 
to face theIl1. [285] 

'T'ocqucville's principal objections to Gobineau's theories were ethical; he 
feared the effect they \vould have on the spirit of his own age. In 1853, 
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Tocqueville wrote to Gobineau: UDon't you see how inherent in your doctrine 
are all the evils produced by permanent inequality: pride, violence scorn of 
one's fellow lnen, tyranny and abjection in everyone of its forms?" (229). 
Gobineau's doctrines, Tocqueville argued, were merely a modern, Materialis
tic version of Calvinist fatalism (227). "Do you really believe," Tocqueville 
asked Gobineau, Hthat by tracing the destiny of peoples along these lines you 
can truly clarify history? And that our knowledge about humans becomes 
nlore certain as we abandon the practice followed since the beginning of time 
by the lllany great nlinds vvho have searched to find the cause of hunlan events 
in the influence of certain TIlen, of certain elllotions, of certain thoughts, and 
of certain beliefs?" (228). The difference between Tocqueville's own approach 
to history and that of Gobineau was the difference, Tocqueville insisted, 
between a method \"hich depended on "facts" and one which depended on 
"theories" alone (Letter of 1855, 268). The fonner yielded the truth, the latter 
only opinion, an opinion, nloreover, which was characteristic of generations 
having to adjust to postrevolutionary conditions that inspired feelings of 
depression and pessinlism without any prodding fronl historians (Letter of 
1853, 23 1 ). 

To these objections, Gobineau responded that, on the contrary, it was he 
who dealt in "facts" rather than in the moral implications of the truths 
revealed through his discovery of the facts. In a letter dated 1856, he wrote: 
"My book is research, exposition, presentation of facts. These facts exist or 
they do not. There is nothing else to say" (Gobineau to Tocqueville, 1856, 
286). To this Tocqueville responded: 

You profoundly distrust l11ankind, at least our kind; you believe that it is not only 
decadent but incapable of ever lifting itself up again. Our very physical constitu
tion, according to you, condemns us to servitude. It is, then, very logical that, to 
nlaintain at least some order in such a mob, government of the sword and even of 
the \vhip seenlS to have sonle Inerit in your eyes .... For myself, I do not think 
that I have either the right or the inclination to entertain such opinions about my 
race and my country. I believe that one should not despair of thenl. To me, human 
societies, like persons, beconle something worth while only through their use of 
liberty. I have always said that it is lllore difficult to stabilize and to maintain 
liberty in our new democratic societies than in certain aristocratic societies of the 
past. But I shall never dare to think it impossible. And I pray to God lest He 
inspire me \vith the idea that one nlight as well despair of trying. No, I shall not 
believe that this human race, \vhich is at the head of all visible creation, has 
beconle that bastardized flock of sheep which YOll say it is, and that nothing 
remains but to deliver it without future and without hope to a small number of 
shepherds who, after all, are not better anilnals than are we, the human sheep, 
and who indeed are often \vorse. [Tocqueville to Gobineau, 1857, 3°9-10] 

This last passage points to the essentially ethical bases of Tocqueville's own 
conception of historical knowledge, which, far from being a disinterested 
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inquiry into the facts "for thenlselves alone," was nothing but that search for 
the superhistorical standpoint which the writer of Tragedy seeks to gain for 
hinlself and his readers and £ro111 consideration of which the representatives of 
the different parties in the political arena nlight be reconciled to the linlited 
character of all hUlllan knowledge and the provisional nature of all solutions to 
the problen1 of social construction. 

If the Comic conception of history produces the historiography of social 
accolll111odation, the rrragic conception is the basis of what might be called the 
historiography of social Inediation. The Ironic perspective has a 11lediative 
aspect, when it is written in the spirit of benign Satire, which is the point of 
vievv which begins beyond the C0l11ic resolution. But, in general, Ironic 
historiography begins on the other side of Tragedy, vvith that second look 
which the writer takes ([fter the truths of Tragedy have been registered and 
even their inadequacy has been perceived. l'ocqueville sought to resist the fall, 
out of a condition of ~rragic reconciliation with the harsh truths revealed by 
reflection on the history of the lTIodern age, into that resentnlent which was 
on the basis of Gobineau's Ironic historiography and that spirit of aCCOlnnlO
dation to ('things as they are 1

' which inspired Ranke's Comic historiography. 

~-9 The Fall into Irony 

In his Souvenirs, \\rritten in 1850, rrocqueville looked back upon the history of 
his country from 1789 to 1830' This history appeared to him, he said, aConlme 

le tableau d' une lutte acharnee qui s' etait livree pendant quarante et -un ans 
entre l' ancien regime, les traditions, ses souvenirs, ses esperances et ses 
hon1111es represent.es par l' aristocratie, et 1(1 France nouvelle conduite par la 
clclsse rnoyenne." By 1830, Tocqueville renlarked, the triumph of the "classe 
moyenne" over the '6aristocratie" vvas 'ldefinitive." All that had remained of 
the ancien reginle, of both its vices and its virtues, had been dissolved. Such 

1 ~l l' · / / l:l / "() was t 1e p lyslonornle genera e ae cette epoque. 30 
1'hc Blood of SOllvenirs is different frcHn that which pervades Den10cracy in 

Americcl, published SOIne fifteen years earlier. And it is different fro111 that 
which pervades the correspondence with Gobineau. For, in Souvenirs, the 
Ironic perspective replaced the l'ragic standpoint froln which De1110cracy in 
A1nerica was C0111posed. In Souvenirs Tocqueville gave full vent to the despair 
which he forbade hinlself to show to Gobineau and to which he refused to give 
full expression in his public reflections on French history. l-lis Souvenirs, 
Tocqueville noted, were not Ineant to be '~une peinture que je destine au 
public," but rather "un delasselnent de nl0n esprit et non point llne oeuvre de 
litterature." 'rhe vvork on the Revo1ution which the historian planned to put 
before the . public had to assay "objectively" what had been gained and what 
had been lost by the Revolution itself. 
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In Delnocracy in America (1835-40), Tocqueville had insisted that though 
luuch had been lost by the growth of "the democratic principle" in both 
Europe and An1erica, much had been gained also; and, on balance, he argued, 
the gain had been worth the loss. Thus, the turn10il of the years 1 789-1830 
in Europe might be seen as bringing into being not only a new social order 
but also a kind of social wisdolll capable of guiding 111en to the realization of 
a new and better life. But, by the tinle Tocqueville had begun plans for the 
second volume of his history of the fall of the ancien regime and the advent 
of the Revolution, his earlier hope and the Stoic resignation vvhich had suc
ceeded it had given place to a despair not unlike that \vhich pervades 
Gobineau's reflections on history in general. 

By 1856, the year of the publication of the first volume of The Old Regilne 
and the Revolution, the mediative tone had been dilninished considerably. 
The stated purpose of this work was "to lnake clear -in what respects [the 
present social systenl] resen1bles and in what it differs from the social systenl 
that preceded it; and to detern1ine what was lost and what was gained by that 
vast upheaval" (xi). The social context that had seemed to justify the quali
fied optimisn1 of the 1830S had by the 1850S changed so much, in Tocque
ville's view, that he nO\\1 had difficulty justifying little more than a cautious 
pessilnisn1. Yet the faith of the Tragic writer vvas still alive. He was convinced 
that the fall of the old regin1e, the Revolution, and its aftermath reflected the 
operations of social processes which, if objectively determined, could still be 
instructive and 1110derating of the passions and prejudices which they engen
dered. There \vas still an acceptance of the Revolution and its ideals as mani
festations of social processes which could not be ignored and which it would 
be n1adness to resent and folly to try to circumvent. rrhe hope of the first 
book had given way to resignation in the second. 

In his notes on the Revolution, ho\vever, Tocqueville wrote: "A new and 
terrible thing has CaIne into the \vorld, an in1n1ense new sort of revolution 
whose toughest agents are the least literate and the Blast vulgar classes, while 
they are incited and their lavvs vvritten by intellectuals" (ER, 161). Something 
new had been born, but not the self-adjusting and self-regulating social systeln 
which Ranke discerned, fronl his secure position in Berlin, on the far side of 
the Revolution-a "new and terrible thing" \vith potentialities for good and 
evil. 1'0 deterlnine the nature of this':'new and terrible thing" and the laws 
which governed it, so as to be able to divine its likely future developn1ent, 
rerrlained the aim of rrocqueville's work as a historian throughout his career. 
l'he tone and lllood of his \vork tended consistently tovvard Irony and pessi
ll1isl1l, but the point -of vievv remained Tragic. The law which the spectacle 
displayed to historical consciousness "vas not conte111plated in the perverse 
mood of Gobineau, \vho delighted in the havoc it portended for Europe and 
the vvorld, but in the constant effort to bring it to consciousness so that it 
could be turned to social good. 

'focqueville tried to resist, to the end, the illlpulse to make of a specific age 
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in the historical record the criterion by which all others lllight be judged and 
condenlned. And he tried to maintain the sarne open-nlindedness with respect 
to all social classes. But, even though he professed to have "hope" for the 
lower orders, he had no faith in theIne In 1848, in what can only be called a 
ITIood of benign skepticisln, he \vrote: 

OUf condition is indeed very serious; still the good sense and feeling of the ll1asses 
leave S0111C r00111 for hope. Till no\v, their conduct has been above all praise; and 
if they had only leaders capable of turning these good dispositions to account, 
and of directing them, we soon should get rid of all these dangerous and imprac
ticable theories, and place the Republic on the only durable foundation, that of 
liberty and right. [Melnoir, II, 91J 

Because he was a Liberal in his personal political convictions (and hence 
welcon1ed change on principle) and an aristocrat who had lived through many 
revolutions (and hence knew froll1 experience that there could be no change 
without suffering), rrocqueville brought to his reflections on history a 11lore 
t\ealistic" attitude than did Michelet. But, as in Michelet, the tone of his 
work becan1e Blare ll1elancholy near the end of his life and I110re Reactionary 
for being so. And the reason why Tocqucville was not appreciated fully by the 
generation which followed is not difficult to seek. rrhe Tragic realislll which he 
had cultivated frolll the beginning was too a111biguous to be appreciated by an 
age in vvhich alnbiguity had no place. lthe revolutions of 1848 destroyed the 
111iddle ground upon which Liberalisl11 had flourished since the eighteenth cen
tury. In the following age historians, like everyone else, had to take a stand 
for or against revolution and to decide to read history \vith either a Conserva
tive or a Radical eye. The vision of Tocquevil1e, like that of Hegel, seenled 
far too flexible, too alnbivalent, too tolerant, to thinkers who felt the necessity 
to choose in philosophy between Schopenhauer and Spencer, in literature 
between Baudelaire and Zola, and in historical thought bet\veen Ranke and 
Marx. 

~-9 Conclusion 

I have praised l-'ocqueville as an exponent of a tragic-realist conception of 
history and as the heir of that synthetic-analytic historicisnl which found its 
highest theoretical expression in Hegel. Like Hegel, Tocqueville turned his 
vision on the social nexus as the prinle phcnolnenon of historical process; but 
he found in it pril11Urily the point where hU1l1an cOl1sciousness and external 
exigencies TI1eet, conflict, and fail to find their resolution in an essentially 
progressive unfolding of hun1an freedom. All thought of supernatural or tran
scendental cause was exorcised fro111 his historical reflections, but at the sanle 
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tin1e rrocqueville resisted the tClnptation to explain hUlnan actions by refer
ence to physicochclnical inlpulse. For him, nature played a role in history, but 
as stage, n1eanS7 passive restriction on social possibilities, rather than as deter
lninant. According to Tocqueville, human consciousness, reason as well as 
will, operate as the lllain forces of history, working always against the social 
fabric inherited from past ages, seeking to transform it in the light of an 
in1perfect hUlnan knowledge to future advantage. Although an individualist in 
his ethical ideals, Tocqueville resisted both the Promethean and the Sisyphean 
conceptions of hUlnan possibilities which informed Romantic thought in its 
two l1lain phases. In Tocqueville's conception of history, as in that of his 
great counterpart in the novel, Balzac, man springs from nature, creates a 
society adequate to his immediate needs out of his reason and will, and then 
engages in a fatal combat with this, his own creation, to provide the drama of 
historical change. Historical knowledge serves, as it did for Hegel, as a factor 
in the issue of this combat at specific tinles and places. By placing luan in 
his own present and infoflning him of the forces with which and against 
which he I11USt ll1ilitate in the vvinning of his kingdolll here on earth, historical 
knovvledgc 1110ves froIl1 the contenlplation of the past as dead to the past as 
living in the present, turns Blan's attention to this demon in his midst, and 
tries to exorcise his fear of it, showing it to be his own creation and thus 
potentially subject to his vvill. But, in the end, '1'ocqueville was forced to admit 
that the dralI1a of hU111an history was neither a Tragic nor a C0111ic one, but a 
dranla of degeneration, the very kind of drama which he had criticized 
Gobineau for presenting to public view. 

Tocql1evil1e is often denied the title of historian and is either relegated or 
elevated to the position of a sociologist, largely because his interest in histori
cal details is continually dissolved in a more intense interest in typologies, or 
because he seen1ed I1l0re interested in structure and continuity than in process 
or diachronic variation. But, \vhile such distinctions as those between histo·· 
rians and sociologists n1ay be helpful in the effort to locate the point of emer
gence of nevv disciplines in the history of the hU1l1an sciences, they are 
potentially invidious, and ahTlost always destructive of a proper appreciation of 
an individual thinker's contribution to hUlllan thought. In Tocqueville's case, 
the attempt to locate hilll definitively alTIOng the historians or the sociologists 
is really anachronistic, since in his 01vn time there \vas nothing inconsistent in 
a historian's a ttelnpt to rise above a 111ere interest in the past to a theoretical 
analysis of the forces \vhich Inade of individual events elen1ents of general 
processes. This attenlpt ,vas in the best tradition of pre-Romantic historiog
raphy and \vas perfectly consistent \vith Hegel's analysis of what historians 
ac~ually did in the construction of their narratives. More important, it lvas 
Hegelian in its refusal to ren1ain content with a mere conten1plation of how 
this grew out of that, in its desire to discover the general principles which 
linked the lived present with the known past and to name those principles in 
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ternlS of classical principles derived fron1 the Tragic awareness of man's strug
gle vvith inherited social for111s. 

Before rrocqueville, rnany Liberal, Conservative, and [{adical historians 
were content to take the fact of revolution as a datuIll and to give themselves 
over, all unconsciollsly, to the construction of alternative~doctrinaire Liberal, 
Conservative, l{adical, or IZeactionary-accounts of how the Revoltltion had 
happened, and, in the best cases, why it happened as it did. 'Tocqueville llloved 
the debate back one step, to the prior question of whether the l\evolution had 
in fact happened or not~that is to say, to the question of vvhether or not a 
revolution had actually occurred. And he raised this question not as a semantic 
exercise but as a genuine inquiry into the ultin1ate nature of things in the 
historical world, as an inquiry into the ways in which things ought to be 
nan-zed. 'rhis denarning of cOlnplex events like the Revolution or Alnerican 
derriocracy, this attcnlpt to lay bare the complexities obscured by preulatl1re or 
i1l1perfect linguistic usage, was Blueh 1110re Radical than any doctrinaire 
approach to "what actually happened" in different tinles and places could be. 
FIOf;> whereas the latter exercise leaves untouched the ideological bases of dis
agrcclnent over 'twhat actually happened," and Inerely serves a confirll1ing 
function for the parties for \vhich and in whose behalf it is written, 
Tocqueville7s questioning of traditional linguistic usage in the characterization 
of cOlllplex historical events drives thought to the margins of hU111an choice, 
deprives the individual of the cOlllforts of fanliliar usage, and forces the reader 
to decide for hill1self i~what actually happened" in ternlS of what he desires to 
happen in his own future, asking hinl to choose between a comfortable drifting 
on history's strean1 and a struggle against its currents. 

I-rocqueville's historical analyses are, contrary to the commonly held vievv 
that he sociologized history, actually de-reifying of language in their effect. 
Such is the effect of any genuinely Ironic conception of history. For, in the 
interplay of the C0111pOnents of its fractured vision of the present, Irony invites 
the reader vvho is sensitive to its appeal to give his own narne to the past by 
clloosing a future in the interest of his own inlI11ediately felt present needs, 
desires, and aspirations. Nothing could be 1110re liberating than rrocql1evillc's 
11lediating historicis111, for it places the "111caning" of historical events such as 
the Revolution and the rise of den10cracy, not in the past or the present, but 

- -

in the future, in the future chosen by the individual who has been purified by 
the revelation of the past's inherent C11nbiguity. . 

~rocquevine's intuited conception of historical writing as a creative denanl
ing, in the interests of IT10ral anlbiguity, ulti111ately Blade hinl a Liberal=and 
one with his great British contenlporary J. S. Mill. In his essay "Nature/' 
Mill v.;rote: 

1'he only adn1issible Inaral theory of Creation is that the Principle of God cannot 
at once and altogether subdue the powers of evil, either physical or llloral; could 
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not place lllankind in a world free from the necessity of an incessant struggle with 
the malificent powers, or lllake them always victorious in that struggle, but could 
and did nlake them capable of carrying on the fight with vigor and with progres
sively increasing success. [386] 

Such a theory, Mill held, Hseems much better adapted to nerving [the individ
ual] to exertion than a vague and inconsistent reliance on an Author of 
Good who is supposed to be also the author of Evil" (387). And, in his essay 
uThe Utility of Religion," Mill suggested that there is "only one fornl of 
belief in the supernatural" which 

stands wholly clear of intellectual contradictions and of moral obliquity. It is that 
which, resigning irrevocably the idea of an omnipotent creator, regards Nature 
and Life not as the expression throughout of a moral character and purpose of the 
Diety, but as the product of a struggle bet\veen contriving goodness and an in
tractable lllaterial, as "vas believed by Plato, or a Principle of Evil, as was the 
doctrine of the Manichaeans. [428] 

In such a dualistic conception of the world process, Mill claimed, 

a virtuous human being aSSUlnes ... the exalted character of a fellow laborer \vith 
the Highest, a fellow combatant in the great strife, contributing his little, which 
by the aggregation of men like hinlself becomes much, toward that progressive 
ascendancy and ultin1ately complete triunlph of good over evil which history points 
to, and \vhich this doctrine teaches us to regard as planned by the Being to whom 
we owe all the benevolent contrivance we behold in nature. [Ibid.] 

I have quoted these passages from Mill because, in spite of their impeccable 
credentials as Liberal sources, they lllight well have been \vritten by Tocque
ville. Tocqueville found a place in the Liberal pantheon by virtue of his addi
tion of a historical dilnension to this typically Liberal ethical Manicheanism. 
Tocqueville's idea of history suggests a dualism whose constituent terms are 
dialectically related but in which there is no possibility of a specifiable final 
synthesis. The hUI11an advantages of such a dualism are manifest, for, as Mill 
said of the Manichean creed, the evidence for it is shadowy and unsubstantial 
(that is to say, nondogmatic) and the promises of reward which it holds out 
to Inen are distant and uncertain (and hence make little appeal to sirrlple 
self-in teres t ) . 

One can question neither the motives nor the aims of the ethical Mani
chean .. Suspended between conflicting forces, deprived of any hope of an easy 
victory, the believer in this creed turns whatever talent he has and whatever 
power his profession or vocation gives him to the service of the good as he sees 
it. At the sanle tinle, he recognizes the legitimacy and truth of what appears to 
hinl as evil. Suspended between two abysses, he may indulge hiInself in the 
unprovable hypothesis of life after death; but he regards this as a possibility as 
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n111ch open to his ene111ies as to hinlself. And, if the Manichean succeeds in 
becoluing a Liberal, he gives up this hypothesis, and contents hin1self with 
service to a hUIl1anity that has neither a known origin nor a perceivable goal, 
but only a set of tasks ilnmediately before it, generation by generation. By his 
choices, the Liberal constitutes this humanity as an essence. By self-criticislTI 
and criticism of others, he seeks to assure the gradual c1eveloplnent of a COll1-

plex hU111an inheritance. By progressive denalning, by successive revelations of 
the complex reality that underlies familiar names, inherited with the institu
tional baggage they specify, the Liberial historicist succors a tragic-realist vision 
of the world, and, by dissolving the itnpulse to absolute conl1nitnlent, Ironi
cally labors for a ll1ininlal but hopeful freedom for his heirs. 



Cbapter 

~ Introduction 

BURCKHARDT: HISTORICAL REALISM 

AS SATIRE 

As \ve move froln the Romantic and COI1lic, to the Tragic and Ironic, repre
sentations of history, and from processionary, or diachronic, history to struc~ 
tural, or synchronic, history, the element of theme tends to override the ele
ment of plot, at least insofar as plot rnay be conceived to be the strategy by 
which an unfolding story is articulated. Michelet and Ranke confronted his
tory as a story that develops. Tocqueville conceived it as an exchange between 
irreconcilable elements in human nature and society; to hinl, history moved 
toward the collision of great forces in the historian's present or immediate 
future. Burckhardt, how~ver, saw nothing developing; for him, things coalesced 
to forn1 a fabric of greater or lesser brilliance and intensity, greater or Jesser 
freedom or oppression, l1lore or less movement. From tinle to time conditions 
conspired \vith genius to produce a brilliant spectacle of creativity, in which 
even politics and religion took on the aspect of aarts." But, in Burckhardt's 
estimation, there "vas no progressive evolution in artistic sensibility, and in the 
end nothing but oppression stenlll1ed from political and religious irnpulses. The 
truths taught by history were I1lelancholy ones. They led neither to hope nor to 
action. They did not even suggest that hUlnanity itself would endure. 

"Irony," Vieo said in his discussion of the tropes, "could not have begun 
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until the period of reflection, because it is fashioned of falsehood by dint of a 
reflection which wears the lnask of truth" (NS, 408: 131). In his theory of the 
cycles (corsi) through whichciviliza tions pass from their beginnings to their 
ends (the ages of gods, of heroes, and of I11en) , Irony is the mode of conscious
ness which signals the final dissolution. rrhus, Vico said in the Conclusion of 
The New Science, speaking of times such as the late Roman EIllpire: 

As the popular states became corrupt, so also did the philosophies. They de
scended into scepticis111. Learned fools fell to calumniating the truth. There arose 
a false eloquence, ready to uphold either of the opposed sides of a case indiffer
ently. TIllIS it canle about that, by abuse of eloquence like that of the tribunes of 
the plebs at ROI11e, when the citizens were no longer content with making wealth 
the basis of rank, they strove to 111ake it an instrulnent of power. And as the furious 
south winds whip up the sea, so these citizens provoked civil ,vars in their com~ 
1110nwealths and drove thenl to total disorder. TI1US they caused the COrnnl0I1-

wealths to fall froIn a perfect liberty into the perfect tyranny of anarchy or the 
unchecked liberty of the free peoples, which is the \vorst of all tyrannies. [1102: 

42 3] 

It should be noted that Vieo listed Irony anlong the four Blaster tropes by 
which a specific kind of linguistic protocol can be constituted, that in which it 
has beCa111C cust0I11ary "to say one thing and 111ean another." Irony is fash
ioned, he stressed, "of falsehood" by dint of u a reflection \vhich wears the 
ll1ask of truth." Evidences of the crystallization of an Ironic language are the 
rise of skepticisnl in philosophy, of the sophistic in public speaking, and of the 
kind of argl1111ent that Plato called "eristic" in political discourse. Underlying 
this lTIode of speech is a recognition of the fractured nature of social being, of 
the duplicity and self-serving of politicians, of an egotisIIl vvhich governs all 
professions of interest in the COIllmon good, of naked power (dratos) ruling 
\vhere law and nl0rality (ethos) are being invoked to justify actions. Ironic 
language, as I-Iegel renlarked later, is an expression of the "unhappy conscious
ness," of the rnan who acts as if he is free but kno\vs that he is bound to a 
power outside hinlself, this power being a tyrant vvhich is as little interested in 
the freedo111 of the subject as it is in the health of the res publica in general. 

A central theIne of Ironic literature, Frye renlarks, is the disappearance of 
the heroic (Anat'OlT1Y, 228). There is an elenlcnt of Irony in every literary 
style or lllode=in Tragedy and COlllecly by virtue of the tldouble vision" that 
infornls then1, to be SlIre, but also in R0111anCe to a certain extent, at least 
insofar as the R0l11antic writer takes the fact of struggle seriously enough to 
allow his readers to entertain the possibility of the triU111ph of the blocking 
forces in the end. But in Ironic literature in general, this double vision 
degenerates (or is elevated) into a debilitating second nature, which looks for 
the worn1 in the fruit of virtue every\vhere~and finds it. 

"Irony is the non-heroic residue of tragedy,') Frye continues, which centers 
on "a theIne of puzzled defeat" (224). In its benign form, as met with in the 
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early Hume, it entertains the spectacle of hlunan frustration and inadequacy 
within the fralnework of a general satisfaction with the current social estab
lishment. And in this form, it tends toward the Comic mode, concentrating on 
the "unmasking" of folly wherever it appears and contenting itself with the 
general truth that, even in the ll10st heroic personality, one can find evidence 
of at least a Iuinilllal folly. In its ll10St extreine form, however, when Irony 
arises in an atillosphere of social breakdown or cultural demise, it tends toward 
an Absurdist view of the world. Nothing is luore Ironic than the early Existen
tialist philosophy of Sartre, in which the eillphasis is everywhere placed on 
nlan's capacities for "bad faith," for betrayal of himself and others; in which 
the world is entertained as a spectacle of brutal self-servitude, and commit
ment to "others" is regarded as a form of death. 

Ironic styles have generally predolninated during periods of wars against 
superstition, whether the superstitions in question be identified as naive reli
giousfaith, the power of the monarchy, the privileges of aristocracy, or the 
self-satisfaction of the bourgeoisie. Irony represents the passage of the age of 
heroes and of the capacity to believe in heroisnl. This anti-heroism is what 
makes it the "antithesis" of Romanticism. When it begins, however, on the 
other side of a Tragic apprehension of the world, with a survey of what has 
been left after the hero's agon \vith the gods, fate, or his fellowinen, it tends 
to stress the dark underside of life, the view "froin below." From this perspec
tive, Frye notes, Irony stresses the "human, all-too human" aspect of what was 
formerly seen as heroic and the destructive aspect of all seemingly epic en
counters. This is Irony in its "realistic" phase (237). Tocqueville represented 
this phase of the Ironic attitude in his last work-in his Souvenirs and in 
the notes on the Revolution written just before his death. 

vVhen the inlplica tions of Irony "on the other side of Tragedy" are pushed 
to their logical conclusions, and the fatalistic element in human life is raised 
to the status of a ll1etaphysical belief, thought tends to revert to and to see the 
world in the inlagery of the wheel, eternal recurrence, closed cycles from 
which there is no escape. Frye calls this apprehension of the world the Irony 
of Bondage; this is the nightnlare of social tyranny rather than the dream of 
redenlption, a "denlonic epiphany" (238-39). Consciousness turns itself to 
the contenlplation of the "city of dreadful night" and Ironically destroys all 
belief in both the ideal goal of man and any quest for a substitute for the lost 
idea1. This is \vhy 'rve 111ay say, vvith Frye, that "sparagn10s, or the sense that 
heroisiTI and effective action are a bsen t, disorganized or foredoomed to defeat, 
and that confusion and anarchy reign over the \vorld, is the archetypal theme 
of irony and satire" (192). 

The linguistic lnode of the Ironic consciousness reflects a doubt in the 
capacity of language itself to render adequately what perception gives and 
thought constructs about the nature of reality. It develops in the context of 
an cl\vareness of a fatal asynl1netry bet\veen the processes of reality and any 
verbal characterization of those processes. Thus, as Frye indicates, it tends 
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toward a kind of synlbolislll, in the saBle way that ROll1anticislll does. But 
unlike R0111anticisn1, Irony does not seek the ultimate metaphor, the meta
phor of Inetaphors, by which to signify the essence of life. I~or, since it is 
stripped of all ttil1usions," it has lost all belief in "essences" thenlselves. Thus 
Irony tends in the end to turn upon 'word play, to beC0l11e a language about 
language, so as to dissolve the bewitchu1ent of consciousness caused by lan
guage itself. It is suspicious of all formulas, and it delights in exposing the 
paradoxes contained in every attenlpt to capture experience in language. It 
tends to dispose the fruits of consciousness in aphoris111S, apothegIlls, gnomic 
utterances which turn back upon themselves and dissolve their own apparent 
truth and adequacy. In the end, it conceives the world as trapped within a 
prison Illade of language, the world as a "forest of synlbols." It sees no way 
out of this forest, and so it contents itself with the explosion of all fornlulas, 
all l1lyths, in the interest of pure t'contenlplation" and resignation to the 
world of "things as they are." 

~~ Bllrcl~hardt: The Ironic Vision 

1-
1

he Gerlnan philosopher and historian of ideas Karl L6with argued that it 
was only with Burckhardt that the "idea of history" was finally liberated 
froin Inyth, and fro111 that nefarious "philosophy of history" spawned by the 
confusion of 11lyth with historical knowledge which had d0111inated historical 
thought frolll the early Middle Ages to the n1iddle of the nineteenth cen
tury (Meaning, 26). Lowith did not see that the urbanity, the wit, the 
tt realisnl," the desire to see 4tthings as they are," and the Reactionary inlpli
cations of knowledge as pure "seeing" which Burckhardt prOll1oted were 
theIllselves elelnents of a specific kind of lllythic consciousness. Burckhardt 
liberated historical thinking not froln myth but only fronl the myths of 
history which had captured the inlaginations of his age, the 111yths of Ro-
111ance, C0l11edy, and Tragedy. But in the process of liberating thought fron1 
these I1lyths, he consigned it to the care of another, the Inythos of Satire, in 
which historical knowledge is definitively separated froll1 any relevance to the 
social and cultural problenls of its own time and place. In Satire, history 
becollles a "work of art," but the concept of art which is presupposed in this 
fornl1Ila is a purely "contenlplative" one~Sisyphean rather than Prolnethean, 
passive rather than active, resigned rather than heroically turned to the illu
ll1ination of current hUI1lan life. 

In general, there are two views on Burckhardt as historian. One sees hiIll 
as a sensitive COlllrnentator on the degeneration of culture as a result of 
the nationalization, industrialization, and massification of society. The other 
sees hinl as a fine intelligence possessed of an inadeq ua te vision of history 
as developmental process and causal analysis resulting from a not very 
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deeply buried Schopenhauerian conception of human nature, the world, and 
knowledge. The first view is inclined to overlook Burckhardt's shortcomings 
as a theorist in the interest of praising his "perception," and it makes of his 
doctrine of "seeing" (Anschauen) a historical method of tinleless value. 
The second view honles in on Burckhardt's inadequacies as a philosopher 
and social theorist, criticizes the one-sidedness of his historical, as well as his 
ethical, ideas, and tends to relegate hirn to the status of a representative of 
his times, rather than to take seriously his ideas about the nature of the 
historical process. 

The truth does not lie "between" these t\VO views but beneath both of 
thenl. For the fornler, laudatory conception of Burckhardt's achievement 
obscures the ethical and ideological implications of the epistemological posi
tion that yields to Burckhardt both the originality of his conception of 
history and the authenticity of his way of writing it. And the second, deroga
tory conception of his achieveI11ent obscures the aesthetic justification of the 
ethical principles that it correctly exposes as evidence of Burckhardt's essen
tial nihilisI1l, egotism, and reactionary ideological position. 

Burckhardt's historical vision began in that condition of Irony in which 
Tocqueville's ended. The enthusiasm of Romance, the optilnislll of Comedy, 
and the resignation of a Tragic apprehension of the world were not for him. 
Burckhardt surveyed a world in which virtue was usually betrayed, talent 
perverted, and power turned to service of the baser cause. l-Ie found very 
little virtue in his own ti111e, and nothing to which he could give unqualified 
allegiance. His only devotion was to Uthe culture of old Europe." But he COll

tenlplated this culture of old Europe as a ruin. It was to him like one of those 
crumbling ROI1lan nl011Un1ents \vhich stand in the Inidst of a Poussin land
scape, all covered over \vith vines and grasses, resisting its reconfiscation by 
the "nature" against vvhich it had been erected. He had no hope of restoring 
this ruin. He vvas satisfied silnply to ren1elnber it. 

But Burckhardt's attitude toward the past vvas not uncritical. Unlike 
I-Ierder (whonl he cited often, and approvingly), he was no uncritical advo
cate of everything old. Unlike [{anke, he entertained no illusions about 
things always vvarking out for the best in the long run and in such a way as 
to translate private vice into public benefit. Unlike Tocqueville, he did not 
suppress his privately held worst fears, in the hope that reason and judicious 
language could contribute to the salvaging of something valuable from pres
ent conflicts. And-needless to say-unlike Michelet, he felt no enthusiasn1 
for anything, for either the struggle or the prize. Burckhardt was ironic 
about everything, even hinlself. He did not really believe in his own serious
ness. 

In his youth Burckhardt flirted with Liberal causes. He lost the P'rotestant 
faith of his fathers, and at an early age he caIne to regard the Liberal heritage 
as a fitting substitute for religion. But his new Liberalism was-as his old 
religious convictions had been-an intellectual, rather than an existential, 
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cOlnmitInent. I-Ie looked down on politics as unsuited to the tastes of a 
gentleluan; like business, politics distracted one fron1 that assiduous cultiva
tion of style in life which he adnlired in the ancient Greeks and the Italians 
of the Renaissance. "I should never," he wrote in 1842, __ ~'think of beC0I11ing 
an agitator or a revolutionary" (Letters, 71). So throllgllout the 1840s, the 
tinle of the "liberal euphoria" as it has been called, Burckhardt diverted 
hi111Self with the study of art history, lllusic, drawing, and the bel 1110nde of 
Paris, I~olne, and Berlin, all the \vhile styling hirnself a Liberal and regarding 
"the spirit of freedoIll" as "the highest conception of the history of 111an
kind" and his own "leading conviction" (74). 

rrhe revolutions which closed the 1840S shook his faith to its roots. His 
own beloved Basel, where he had gone to teach at the university, was racked 
by civil strife, and he sawall that he valued in the culture of old Europe 
tottering or being svvept aside by "radicals." I-Ie wrote of those events S0111e
what petulantly: "You sin1ply cannot conceive how utterly this sort of busi
ness devastates one's n1ind and puts one out of hUII10l1f. One cannot even 
work, not to 11lel1HOn better things" (93). fl.nd after the events had run their 
course, he bitterly observed: u'-rhe ,vord freedom sounds rich and beautiful, 
but no one should talk about it \vho has not seen and experienced slavery 
under the loud-I11outhcd Inasscs, called 'the people,' seen it \vith his own 
eyes and endured civil unrest. ... I know too 11111Ch about history to expect 
anything fro111 the despotis111 of the rnasses but a future tyranny, vvhich will 
lllcan the end of history" (ibid.). 

Like 11lany of his cultivated Liberal contenlporaries, Burckhardt had been 
abruptly torn frorn the quiet of his study and exposed to the crude realities 
of the Inarketplace where naked power ruled, and the spectacle was too 
rnuch for him. "I want to get avvay froIn them all," he wrote, "froll1 the 
radicals, the COn1ITIUnists, the industrialists, the intellectuals, the pretentious, 
the reasoners, the abstract, the absolute, the philosophers, the sophists, the 
State, the fanatics, the idealists, the 'ists' and the 4iSlT1S' of every kind" (96). 
And so he took once more the vow that he had Inade as a young lnan: "I 
rnean to be a good private individual, an affectionate friend, a good spirit; ... 
I can do nothing with society as a whole" (ibid.). And he added to that 
vovv: ,tWe ll1ay all perish; but at least I want to discover the interest for 
which I an1 to perish, nalllcly the old culture of Europe" (97). 

In effect, Burckhardt went underground. He secluded hilTIself in Basel, 
taught the few students who canle to the struggling university, lectured to 
the citizens of the town, severed aU relations with learned societies, and even 
refused to publish after 1860. By that tinle, however, his fanle was already 
high. Offers of lnore prestigious posts continually came to hiIll, but he 
refused thenl all. Franl his vantage point on the Upper Rhine he looked 
down upon Europe rushing to its doonl, surveyed the failure of Liberalisnl, 
diagnosed its causes, and predicted its results as ~~ihi1isnl. But he refused to 
enter the struggle hin1self. Out of his disillusionIl1ent he forged a theory of 
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society and history which was as accurate in predicting the crises of the 
future as it was symptomatic of the illnesses that would bring them on. 
Burckhardt regarded his own withdrawal fronl the world as an act which 
absolved him fronl any further responsibility for the coming chaos. Actually 
it ll1erely reflected that failure of nerve in the European Dlan of culture 
which in the end left unopposed the forces that would ultimately plunge 
European civilization into the abyss of totalitarian terror. 

Burchkardt's Inajor historical works are The Age of Constantine the Great 
(1852) and The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy (1860), both of 
which were published during his o\vn lifetime, and The Cultural History of 
Greece and Reflections on W-orid History, published posthumously from 
lecture notes. The Constantine, a study of cultural decline, consciously 
evoked a cOlllparison of the fall of the Roman En1pire with the cOIning end 
of European civilization. The Renaissance was a tour de force in which 
Burckhardt all but single-handedly created the picture of that age of cultural 
flowering kno\vn to modern scholarship. But both books, the one of decline, 
the other of rebirth, dealt \vith a single problem: the fate of culture in times 
of crisis, its subjugation to, and liberation fron1, the great compulsive forces 
(Potenzen) of \:vorld history, conceived by Burckhardt to be religion and the 
state. The Constantine showed culture freed fronl the grip of the absolute 
state of the ancient world but tied by the constricting bonds of religion in 
the Middle Ages. The Renaissance dealt with the breakdown of the religious 
spirit and the flowering of the individualistic culture of the Renaissance 
prior to the foundation of the n10dern power state in the eighteenth century. 
, In his books Burckhardt's heroes, the representatives of-culture, are alvvays 
those dyna111ic personalities \\lho are governed by their own inner vision of 
the "vorld and \vho rise above the 111undane conception of virtue. They 
either (like hilTIself) withdra\v from the world and cultivate their own 
autonomous personalities in secret or they rise above the ordinary human 
condition by SUpre111e acts of \:vill and submit the \vorld to the domination 
of their o\:vn creative egos. Burckhardt found the former type represented 
in the Pythagoreans of ancient Greece and the anchorites of the Middle 
Ages; the latter type was represented by the artists and princes of the 
Renaissance. In short, Burckhardt's general theme was the interplay of great 
personalities and the conlpulsive forces of society, a theme which received 
full theoretical treatnlent in his Reflections on World History. 

Burckhardt always denied that he had a ((philosophy of history," and he 
spoke \vith open conten1pt of Hegel, who had presulned to deliver a Welt
plan that explained everything and placed everything within a prearranged 
intellectual franle. Yet in his letters Burckhardt praised Taine, whose gen .. 
eral purpose \vas much the san1e as Hegel's and whose "philosophy of his
tory" was n1uch less subtle and elastic. For Burckhardt the essential difference 
between Hegel and Taine lay in the fact that the fornler's philosophy of 
history \vas susceptible to, indeed invited, Radical conclusions, whereas that 
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of the latter discouraged thein. Actually, as Burckhardt well knew frOll1 the 
cxanlple of H .. anke, to deny the possibility of a philosophy of history is in 
effect to affirn1 another philosophy of a particularly Conservative sort. For to 
deny the possibility of a philosophy of history is to deny either reason's 
capacity to find a pattern in events or the right of the will to ilnpose a 
pattern on thenl. :Like his B1aster ]{anke, Burckhardt wanted to relllove his
tory froln the political squabbles of the tilTle or at least to show that the 
study of history precluded every chance of deriving political doctrines froTI1 
it~-\vhich would be a boon to the Conservative cause. So Burckhardt 

]1 1- 1 . - " L '-I 1 fl' ,,(,~ I "c 1 . I d - d . I ea co _l1S pULOSOP_1Y 0_ llstory a t leory or 11sIory, an - presente - It as 
nothing lTIDrC than an "arbitrary" arrangenlent of the I11aterials for purposes 

r. - -' -, l ' LI l"t . h" 1 " or presentatIOI1 ane ana_YSlS. r e COll ( not attenlpt to gIve t_~e rea nature 
of the events, because his pesSinlis111 denied hilTI the luxury of aSSllI11ing that 
events had any "nature'; at all. rrhis pessilnisnl found its intellectual jl1stifica~ 
tion in Burckhardt's B1ind in the philosophy of Schopenhauer. What Feuer-· 
bach \vas to ~\1arx and the political Left, Schopenhauer \vas to Burckhardt 
and the political ]~ight. 

~{) Pessin1isrn as a World View: Schopenhauer's Philosophy 

Although it appeared in a prelinlinary fornl as early as 1818, Schopenhauer's 
philosophy received very little attention until the 1840s. After 1850, hovvever, 
it 1110ved to the very center of European intellectual life, not so nluch 
~l1nOl1g professional philosophers as anlong artists, writers, historians, and 
publicists: arnong intellectuals whose interests verged on the philosophical or 
who felt that what they were doing required SaIne kind of grounding in a 
farinal philosophical systelll. Schgpenhauer's conception of the world was 
especially well suited to the needs of intellectuals of the third quarter of 
the century. It was materialistic but not deterlTlinistic; it allowed one to use 
the terrninology of ROlllantic art and to speak of the "spirit," the "beauti
ful," and the like, but it did not require that these ideas be granted super
natural status. Moreover, it ,vas lTIOral1y cynical to the ultinlate degree. It 
permitted whatever pleasure one received frOll1 one's present situation to be 
justified as a necessary balnl for a distracted soul, but it allowed the pain and 
suffering of others to appear as both necessary and desirable so that one need 
not give special care or a tten tion to thenl. It reconciled one to the ennui 
of upper-luiddle-class existence and to the suffering of the lower classes as 
well. It \vas egoistic in the extrelne. 

Schopenhauer's philosophy constituted, therefore, both the starting point 
and the barrier to be OVerC0111e by 111any young writers and thinkers of the 
last quarter of the century_ Nietzsche, Wagner, Freud, Mann, and Burck
hardt all learned frOITI it and found in Schopenhauer a teacher who 
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explained the dissatisfaction \vith life vvhich each of them as creative artists 
and students of hUlnan suffering felt. Of the five;; two remained Schopen
hauer's devotees to the end: Wagner and Burckhardt. 

Schopenhauer had no social theory or philosophy of history. Yet his whole 
system "vas a sustained attcnlpt to shovv why social concerns and historical 
interests are unnecessary. 11hus he had a negative theory of both. I-:le provided 
an alternative to historicis111 in any form. Georg Lukacs sees Schopenhauer 
as the ideologue of the Gern1an bourgeoisie after 1848, when the liberal, 
hunlanistic naturalisnl of Feuerbach ·was definitivelv abandoned and a reac-

.I 

tionary, pessirnistic, and egoistic world-vievi "'las required by the times and 
the situation in \vhich the Gerrnan middle class found itself. Schopenhauer 
\vas no sinlple ideologue, however, as was Spencer in England and Prevost
Paradal in France. According to Lukacs, Schopenhauer ,was an indirect 
alJologist for the style of life of a class v/hich, in the face of its own affirmed 
ideals, had to find S0111e reason for justifying its failure to act, and for deny
ing, in the face of its prior talk of progress and enlightenment, the possibility 
of further refornl ( Hist-. Novel, 178-81). 

In one sense, of course, Schopenhauer was the ruthless critic of bourgeois 
values-that is, of interest in practical activity, the passion for security, and 
the 111erely fornlal adherence to Christian 11lorality. He denied all the shib
boleths of laissez-faire capitalist theory and of Ranke's pious historislll, the 
notion that a hidden hand directs society to the realization of a general 
good, that COlllpetition under law is really productive of cooperation, and 
the like. Instead, he professed to reveal life as it really is: a terrible, senseless 
striving after imlllortality, an awful isolation of man from man, a horrible 
subjection to desire, without end, purpose, or any real chance of success. But 
in the end, Schopenhauer's general world view leaves whatever happens to 
be the case at any particular time conlpletely untouched, undermining any 
iUlpulsc to act out of any lllotives whatsoever, either selfish or unselfish. 

One attraction of Schopenhauer's systelll to late nineteenth-century intel
lectuals lay in the extent to which it could be accommodated to the Dar
winian picture of nature. Darwin's nature \vas purposeless, and so was 
Schopenhauer's. By extension, lnan was purpos·eless too. Schopenhauer's 
social world was an aggregate of atoll1ic individuals, each imprisoned within 
his o"vn desires, individuals bumping against one another in random nlove-
111ent, each appearing nlerely as a possible 1neans of egoistic gratification for 
every other. Nlarx recognized this alienation of man from nature, of man 
fronl man, and of n1an fronl hilllself, but he saw it as something that could 
be ultimately lived through to the attainment of a genuine reunion with 
na ture, other men, and the self. And Marx's theory of social change in his
tory allovved him to believe that certain provisional communities of endeavor, 
though t, and belief could be achieved in certain restricted cases. 

Schopenhauer denied all this: all apparent communities are delusions; all 
pretense of love is a fraud; all apparent progress in the creation of manifestly 
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Inore htul1an nnderstan(ling is sheer lllyth. !\1'arx grounded ITlan 7s alienation 
in a speciiic relationship \vith llatufc at a specific tirnc and place, and envi~ 
sioned the transcendence of this ~dienation and the attainE'lent of universal 
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Schope:iJ.hauer agreed \,vith ~Fencrbach that reality and sensuality are the 
saIne thing. /\nd he agreed with F'eucrbach that Ulan is that phase of nature 
in which life attains to consciousness. But for Schopcnhauer, consciousness 
was as 111uch a burden as a lihera tion, for to hirn it was th.c source of the 
distinction bctvveen present and future, hence of expectation and rernorse, 
and, ultinlately, therefore, of the basic hUll1an feeling of suffering. 

r\llan not only feels pain, like all aninials, but he also knovvs that he is 
feeling pain~~that is, he suffers~and he is thus the victin1 of a double pain, 
the pain itself and the knowledge that he 1night not be suffering that pain. It 
is the i111pulse to rel;'ev~ pain through action vvhich leads to specifically 
hUl113Jl effort in the 'world\ IJut the effort to relieve pain or to gratify desire 
is revealed in the end to be utterly self-defeating. For an effort is either 
successful or unsuccessful. If it is unsuccessful, it heightens the original pain; 
if it is successful, it supplants the original pain, felt as vv'ant, "vith another 
pain, felt as satiety and its consequent, boredrnn-thereby instituting another 
cycle characterized by a search for s0111ething to desire to relieve the boredonl 
felt fronl having obtained vvhat one originally wanted. 

'rhus, an hUlllan effort is grounded in a cycle of win~acts which is utterly 
without purpose or 111eaning, unsatisfactory, yet cOITlpelling until death 
releases the individual to the COlnrnon natural gronnd out of which all 
individuated '\vills crystallize. Schopenhaucr discovered that the sense of 
Streben, of aspiration, which had been triulllphantly held up to ll1an by 
Feuerbach as constituting his hlll11anity and the justification of his pride, was 
both the fundanlental fact and the fundanlcntal burden of hUlllan existence. 
HUlnan reason and kno\vledgc vvcre not construed by hiln as instrUI11ents 
for mediating the process of hU111an growth through cooperative action or acts 
of lovc. Reason only infornls you of your determinate quality; it locates the 
'will in tin1e and space, the sphere of complete deterlnina teness, and thereby 
destroys in the individual any feeling that he can act as will at all. Reason 
allows Inan to survey his condition in the abstract, but it does not pernlit 
hope that any atten1pt to relieve suffering and pain will be successful. 

()n the strength of this argulnent, Schopcnhaucr~ had to consider the 
possibility of self-destruction as a way out of a life that was nothing but 
frustrated desire. lIe ruled this alternative out, however, insofar as, for hinl, 
it was less a solution to the problenl of hl1rnan existence than evidence that 



240 l\1ETAHISTORY 

one was taking life too seriously. The suicide loves life but cannot bear the 
conditions under vvhich life must be lived. He does not surrender the will 
to live; he surrenders only life. ~'The suicide denies only the individual, not 
the species" (Schopenha uer, 325). 

Schopenhauer's aim was to "deny the species." And he saw man's power 
of ilTlagistic representation as the IYleanS by which this could be acconlplished. 
Man's true freedo111 lies in his ilnage-n1aking capacities. The win finds its 
freedo111 in its capacity to fashion a v"orId out of perceptions as it chooses. 
I t experiences its deternlina te nature only when it seeks to act on the basis of 
these fan tasies. It follo\vs, then, that the highest ailTI of the individual will is 
to experience its freedoll1, and that, if the only vvay it can do so is through 
the exercise of its fictive capability, the best life is that which uses phenolllena 
only as material for fictive recreation. 

Historical thought is bound to occupy a secondary position in such a 
schen1a, because it aSSUI11eS that there is such a thing as real time, that human 
events have an objective reality apart from the consciousness which per
ceives thenl, and that the ilnagination is restricted to the use of causal cate
gories \vhen it seeks to lllake sense out of these events. As lived, historical 
existence is a changeless ganle of desire, the effort to satiate desire, the 
success or failure to do so, and the consequent ilnpulsion to new desire when 
it is successful, to pain when it is not. It is a chaos of conflicting actions, 
all of which are Inasked behind motives, statements, and forms that can be 
shown, on analysis, to be nothing but blind, egoistic \vill. 

'rhe outer lin1its of the cycle are set by pain and boredolTI. This implies 
that great social events, such as wars, revolutions, and the like, have their real 
causes in some dissatisfaction felt by individual wills, and that the slogans 
under vvhich they offer thernselves for consideration are mere fa~ades 

(152~5 5)· But in its quintessential nature genius is not involvement in the 
historical process but the capacity to relnain a pure spectator. The aim of 
genius is to cOlnplete in the Inind's eye the forrn being striven for in the 
phenomenon. With respect to history, this means doing what one wants to 
,vith historical 111aterials, accepting or rejecting theIll as one likes, in order 
to make of them a pleasing image for contemplation. 

Thus envisaged, historical knowledge is a second-order forlll of knowing, 
for, since it directs its attention to things in their detailed existence, it pro
hibits nloving easily from the phenomenon to the contemplation of its 
irnnlanent idea. Historical reflection is thus greater in the degree to which it 
approximates poetry-that is, abandons the detail which forces upon one an 
apprehension of the flaw in everything and rises to the contemplation of the 
"inner truth" of the details. 

Thus, those ancient historians who, like Thucydides, invented the speeches 
of the historical agents in accordance with what they ought to have said on 
the occasion rather than relate what they actually said, were more enlightened 
then those Rankeans who halted where the dOClllnents ended or limited 



BURCKHARDT 241 

then1selves to the reconstruction of what really happened. Knowledge is 
dignifying and liberating only in the extent to which it is itself liberated from 
the facts on the one hand, and consideration of the categories that link 
things together in their TI1utual deterlnination in the world of time and space 
on the other. 

Thus, Schopenhaller ranked the arts in ternlS of the extent to which they 
both abandoned the attenlpt to copy reality and actually transcended spatial 
and ten1poralliInitations. 

Fantasy is superior to fact, which rneans that poetry is superior to history. 
Within a given art for1n the sanle ranking can be luade; thus tragedy is 
superior to comedy, cOll1edy to epic, and so on. The sanle is true in the plastic 
and visual arts. j\rchitecture is inferior to sculpture, since the practical inter
ests of the fOIlner inhibit its aspiration to fOInlal consistency. And sculpture 
is inferior to painting, since in sculpture the spatial deterlnination is greater. 
Sinlilarly, poetry is superior to paintng, since words can be lllore freely 
arranged than visual inlages. But poetry is inferior to ITInsic, since the latter 
liberates itself froln words altogether and aspires to the contelnplation of 
pure fornl beyond the linlits of tinlc. And so it continues, to the highest art 
fornl of all, which is never translated into spatial terlTIS or even uttered, but 
renlains pure and inviolate in the ITlind of the artist as a felt union with the 
underlying forn1s of all things, which it is the world's purpose, as will, to 
reunite vvith itself. 

It is obvious that, to Schopenhauer, any prospect of salvation offered to 
the individual could be only an individual, never a COlllIll11nal, one. We are 
irredeenlably cut off froln other individuals, whorn \rye are able to contem
plate only as contending wills that view us as objects in their visual fields. 
All social institutions are thus denuded of their intrinsic worth, and all 
general social inlpulses are regarded as errors and flaws. But Schopenhauer 
refused to believe that any general theory, either physical or psychological, 
could mediate betvveen \vbat we are and what we Dlight like to be. Science 
is Inerely a provisional, and essentially inferior, way of ordering reality under 
the l1lodalities of tiDle and space and the categories of deternlination for the 
achievenlent of inl111ediate practical ends necessary to the survival of the 
organisll1. The antithesis of science, art, is not unifying but isolating, since 
the artistic vision is a vision the worth of which is purely private, known and 
knowable only to the nlind that entertains it. Thus, both art and science are 
by their very nature alienating~the fornler by heightening our desire to 
withdraw fronl action, the latter by treating the world as lllade up of things 
in order to 111anipula te thenl for practical ends. History breeds a certain 
species consciollsness by encouraging the search for variations on the hUlnan 
idea which every failure to attain a goal suggests to consciousness. Insofar 
as ittells us about these variations, however, history is the story of unrelieved 
disaster. It gives a sense of species consciousness only insofar as we are 
capable of conlpleting in our im'aginations the forms of which the individual 
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events are evidences of lnisfires. Thus, we attain to genuine humanity by 
our transcendence, not only of history, but of time itself. 

All of this nleans that the usual distinctions used by historians to _organize 
their materials, chronological and causal, are themselves quite useless except 
as steps in the attainment of the truth taught by the Tragic poets, which, 
according to Schopenha uer, is: "The greatest crime of 11lan is that he was 
ever born." It is pointless to talk about mankind as evolving or developing; 
in fact, it is pointless to talk about change at all. It is all the more pointless 
to talk about Blen as having projects which they undertake in common in 
order to build a shared society of greater or lesser scope. Schopenhauer's 
vision of history was constructed out of purely personal needs and resources. 
For hinl, the only history that counted was that which heightened in his 
own mind the necessity of ignoring history altogether. 

Thus, Schopenhauer rose above the dispute between Hegel and Ranke 
over such nla tters as the "historically significant" class and the "historically 
significant" age. For, according to hinl, all men are basically alike; some have 
an ability to withdraw fron1 action, and these are the blessed. Those who 
act, fail. So do those \vho refuse to act, but the latter at least can aspire to 
the pleasure of can telTIpla ting pure form. 

Silnilarly, any distinctions alTIOng past, present, and future dissolve in 
Schopenhauer's thought. There is only present. Past and future are merely 
the lllodes of organizing an anticipation of change in one's own mind. And 
Schopenha uer' s 11lessage to the present is the saIne for all: train yourselves to 
want only what you can have and what you can enjoy for as long as you 
live. This want 111USt be directed toward the nonmaterial, for material things 
change. It lllust be purely personal, since, if it is dependent on anything 
else, it can be \vithdrawn. Thus, Schopenhauer's philosophy ends by being 
perfectly narcissistic. In the conten1plation of one's own conception of the 
fornl manifested by the phenomenon, one attains to that state aspired to 
by the Buddhist sage-Nirvana. --In the unalloyed pleasure provided by the 
contelnplation of the changeless realrn of personally projected form, one 
awaits one's final return to the blind nature that spewed one forth into 
painful individuation. Schopenhauer thus transcended the pains of historical 
and social existence lanlented by Rousseau. For him the tensions set up by 
the realists in their conception of a threefold world made up of nature, 
consciousness, and society were c0111pletely transcended. lne whole was dis
persed into a chaos. Schopenhauer thus dissolved history by denying not 
only humanity but nature as well. 

Schopenhauer's world view \vas perfectly suited to the needs of those parts 
of society which wanted to ignore social questions altogether. For anyone 
who found the tensions between the classes on the one hand and between 
the imperatives of tradition and innovation on the other too painful to con
tenlplate, Schopenhauer's philosophy allowed them to believe that it was 
futile to contemplate them at all. At the same time, it allowed those still 
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burdened by the necessity of having to study 111ankind as a \vay of defining 
their own humanity-as a way of avoiding solipsism-to study only those 
parts of history which gave then1 pleasure; Of, better still, to study only those 
aspects of a given age which reinforced their pleasure in their own concep
tion of themselves. Burckhardt wrote his one-sided and distorted picture of 
fifteenth-century Italy under the sway of these preconceptions; Neitzsche's 
study of Greek Tragedy was a product of it; Wagner's "total art form" was 
C0111poscd under its aegis; and Thol11aS Mann's Buddenbrooks was justified 
by it. 

\Vhat was typical of all of these thinkers was a manifest disgust with the 
society in which they lived, but a refusal to countenance the notion that any 
public or private action could possibly change the society for the better. All 
of them showed an inlplllse to flee reality into artistic experience conceived 
not as s0I11cthing that unifies 111an with Iuan in shared apprehensions of a 
11lininlal hUll1anity but as sonlething that isolates him within his own com-
111unings and prohibits any COlll111Unication with society. Nietzsche and 
Mann later repudiated their early Schopenhauerian conception of art, cor
rectly seeing that it was escapist and inconsistent with the notion of art as a 
hU111an activity. Wagner rernained true to the Schopenhal1erian vision to the 
end, investigating its capacities for self-dell1sionment with consunlmate artis
try and skill. And so did Jacob Burckhardt, perhaps the most talented his
forian of the second half of the nineteenth century. 

~ Pessim.isl11 as a Basis of f-listorical Consciousness 

Like Schopenhauer, Burckhardt was not 111uch appreciated in his own tiIne. 
Most historians felt that he was too irresponsible, too subjective, to merit 
their attention. It "vas only near the end of the century, when it became 
apparent that the I~ankean approach left too many questions unans\vered, 
and historically engaged thinkers began to realize that they would have to 
choose between the attitudes of Marx and those of Schopenhauer, that 
Burckhardt's star began to rise. It tens us something about both Burckhardt 
and late nineteenth-century scholarship that this Schopenhauerian pessimist 
who sa\v history as an egoistic artistic exercise can1C into his own at this time. 

It was an age characterized by a sense of breakdown and decline but an 
age unwilling to adu1it it, an age which took refuge in a conception of art as 
an opiate, which Burckhardt finally won to his view of history_ By that time 
Nietzsche had already discovered the wornl in the core of Schopenhal1erian 
philosophy and had exposed it for all to see as merely a fear of living. He 
had tried to warn Burckhardt of the dangers contained in it and had sug
gested that, although Burckhardt's history pointed the way to a new concep
tion of society which B1ight oppose the leveling tendencies of both Marx and 
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Ranke, it was not enough. Burckhardt refused to respond to Nietzsche's 
criticism. This has often been put down to a commendable unwillingness to 
beconle embroiled in fruitless philosophical disputes, but there was nothing 
commendable about it. Burckhardt refused to becon1e embroiled in intellec
tual disputes because he disliked disputes of any kind. Schopenhauer had 
shown him that exertion was futile and that a Ulan lived well who did only 
that which pleased him, in thought as well as in action. 

~ The Satirical Style 

Burckhardt opened his lTIOst famous work, The Civilization of the Renais .. 
sance in Italy, with the following introduction: 

This work bears the title of an essay in the strictest sense of the word .... To each 
eye, perhaps, the outlines of a given civilization present a different picture; and 
in treating of a civilization which is the mother of our own, and whose influence 
is still at work an10ng us, it is unavoidable that individual judgment and feeling 
should tell every n10111ent both on the writer and the reader. In the wide ocean on 
which we venture, the possible ways and directions are many; and the same studies 
which have served for this work might easily, in other hands, not only receive a 
wholly different treatment and application, but lead also to essentially different 
conclusions. [1-2] 

He then signaled his original intention to have included a special section 
on the ~'Art of the Renaissance" and his failure to have provided it. And 
then, without further introduction, he launched into the history of Italy in 
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, as a prelude to his analysis of Renais
sance culture and learning. 

What follo\\'ed \vas a brilliant survey, in the nature of one of those draw
ings of an In1pressionist master, in which the main lines of the political 
developlnent of Italy were sketched out. The general outlines of the histories 
of the variollS Italian city-states were given, the nature of international policy 
\vas indicated, and the unique quality of the political life of the time was 
breathlessly sU111n1arized. This was the content of the famous opening sec
tion, "The State as a Work of Art." After a brief discussion of the nature 
of war in the Renaissance and the position of the papacy in Italian political 
life, the section concluded with a short characterization of the nature of the 
patriotism of the time. The central idea was that the nature of Italian politi
cal life was such as to "excite in the better spirits of the time a patriotic 
disgust and opposition" (79). Burckhardt contrasted the Italian political 
situation with that of Germany, France, and Spain. Each of these nations 
had an external enemy with \vhich to do battle and against which a 
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1110narchy could unite its people and fashion a unity out of the feudal chaos. 
In Italy, the situation vvas different. There the existence of the papacy, an 
"ecclesiastical state," relnained a "pernlanent obstacle to national unity" 
(80). 1'hus, Italian political life 111issed its chance for unity and integration. 
By the tinle the idea of national unity really took hold in Italy, it was too 
latc. The country had been inundated "vith Frenchnlcn and Spaniards. 1'he 
'~sense of local patriotisI11" 111ay be said to have taken the place of a genu
ine national feeling, but, as Burckhardt wrote, "it was but a poor equivalent 
for it" (ibid.). ITlhe section thus ended on a note of Inelancholy, a sense of 
opportunities lost, of national purposes betrayed, of tides nlissed and noble 
tasks ignored. 

The section of the book entitled "The State as a Work of Art" was one of 
six parts, each of which consisted of an analysis of a different aspect of the 
culture of Italy during the H .. cnaissance, culture conceived in its broadest 
sense, of course~that is to say, as ll1anners, social cl1storns, la,,,, religion, 
literatnre, drarna, festivals, cerelTlonies, and so on-and always with an eye to 
the broad-gauged characterizations of the categories under which the wealth 
of data "vere organized: .~rrhe l)cvelopnlent of the Individual," "1'he Revival 
of Antiquity," .,rrhe Discovery of the World and of ]\1an," "Society and 
F1estivals,'; and "Morality and Religion." The book \vas thus organized under 
a rubric later analyzed by Burckhardt in his Reflections on World History, 
the worlds of politics and religion as "determined" by "culture." The r{cnais~ 
sanee, in Burckhardt's view, \vas a period in which the "cultural" 1110111ent cut 
itself free of subordination to both politics and religion, to float above, to 
dOlTlinate, and to deternline the £orl11s they would take. Everything that 
I11attercd in the 1110re ll1undanc spheres of hU111an existence was transformed 
into an art, yvhich is to say that it was indentured to strive for its own 
intrinsic sublinle forrn, the perfect cOlnbination of practical and aesthetic 
concerns. All that I11attered in the life of society had been released from 
service to practicality on the one hand and fr0111 transcendental aspiration 
on the other. Everything sought to be what it was "in itself," not to be per
verted by considerations that would destroy the perfection of its own 
essential outline. ll1ings caIne to be seen clearly, and life was lived for the 
achicvenlent of fornlal consistency alone. 

Yet Burckhardt's account of each of the then1es that he dealt \vith
individualis111, the revival of antiquity, humanis111, social intercourse, and 
religion~ended on the same melancholy note with ",rhich the section on 
politics ended. This 111elancholy note was like a vesper bell that called the 
faithful to a renlelnbrance of piety at the close of the day. The theIne was 
introduced and carried to its full realization in SOllle representative figure 
or crucial event, but only to be lllodulated by the ren1inder that all things 
hUI11an pass into nothingness. The section on the development of the indi
vidual ended with a consideration of the cunning and "ironic" Aretina. Of 
him Burckhardt relnarked: 
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It is a good sign for the present spirit of Italy that such a character and such a 
career have hecollle a thousand times impossible. But historical criticisn1 will 
always find in Aretino an important study. [1°3] 

The section on "1'he Revival of Antiquity" ended with a notice of the 
humanists' loss of control over the academies and the banalization of cul
ture which resulted froll1 it. The short concluding paragraph ended viith the 
cryptic re111ark: "The fate of the Italian stage, and afterwards of the opera, 
was long in the hands of these [provincial] associations" (1 70 ). The sec
tions "Society and Festivals" and "Morality and Religion" ended with no 
comnlcnt at all, except an oblique one, suggested by quotations from the 
sources. The former ended with a passage from Pica della Mirandola's 
famous "Oration on the Dignity of Man," which, in the place assigned it, 
can only suggest the extent to which his sublime conception of human 
nature "vas not honored in the \vorld that follo\ved him. The latter, by con
trast, ended with a verse of Lorenzo the Magnificent: 

Y ollth is beautiful, 
But it flies away! 
Who would be cheerful, let hilll be; 
Of the morrow, there is no certainty. [260] 

Finally, the section "Morality and Religion," whieh ended the book, conclud 
decl \vith no general SUn1111ation of the thesis of the whole vvork, but with 
only a discussion of the t'General Spirit of Doubt" and a consideration of 
the Platonisn1 of Ficino and the AcadenlY of Florence: 

Echoes of medieval Inysticism here flow into one current with Platonic doctrines 
and with a characteristically 1110dern spirit. One of the precious fruits of the knowl
edge of the world and of nlan here con1es to nlaturity, on whose account alone the 
Italian Renaissance must be called the leader of modern ages. [341] 

Thus Burckhardt's "essay" on the Renaissance ended. The essay had no 
proper beginning and no end, at least no end that was a consummation or 
resolution of a drama. It was all transition. And as such it really said much 
more about what caIne before it (the Middle Ages) and what came after it 
than about its ostensible subject, the "Renaissance" itself. Not that it did not 
say a lot about the Renaissance in Italy; for this "essay" was full of informa
tion, insights, brilliant aperr;us, and shrewd asseSSlnents of the gap between 
ideals and realities in this period of cultural flowering and activity. But there 
was no "story" of the Renaissance, no integrated development that would 
permit a sumn1ary characterization of its essence. In fact, as Burckhardt made 
quite clear in his Judgements on History and Historians, his lecture notes for 
his course in the Age of Revolutions, the Renaissance represented an inter-
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Jude, an entl'acte between two great periods of oppression~the Middle 
Ages, in which culture and politics v;ere subordinated to the in1peratives of 
religion; and the Modern Age, in which both culture and religion gradually 
becanle subordinated to the state and the ilnperatives of political power. 

As thus conceived, the Renaissance was nothing but the "free play" of the 
cultural ITI0111ent in the interlTlission between two tyrannies. Since it was 
free play, it could not be SUb111itted to the sarne kind of analysis as either the 
Middle Ages or the :Modern Age. Its products could only be caught on the 
wing, as it \verc, contclnplated in their individuality and gathered under 
certain very broad and general categories, solely for rcpresentational~though 
not l1arrative~purposes. Where it began and where it ended were not easily 
discernible. Its products were like the crestings of the surf as it flows between 
two obdurate cliffs. It did not so Hluch end as sinlply subside. Its late, 
weak pulsations (llluted, but not halted c0111pletely) rcsenlbled the lapping 
of 'Naves against a stone breakwater, erected al1110st perversely by willful Blen 
of power who appeared to be unable to live with its vibrant variety, bril
liance, and fecundity. 1'his breakwater, in Burckhardt's view, was the French 
Revolution, and it was luade of the Materialislll, philistinislll, and banality 
of "the J\/Iodern Age." 

Burckhardt's picture of the Renaissance rel11inds one of a cOlnbination of 
the the111es of a painting by Piero eli Cosin1o and Raphael, a painting 
bathed in the tired light of Burne-Jones and Rossetti. 1'he tone is elegiac, 
but the subjects of the picture are both savage and sublime. 1-1

he '\ealisI11" 
of the subject-Blatter stems froD1 the refusal to hide anything crude or vio
len t, yet all the while the reader is renlinded of the flowers that grew on this 
C0111POSt heap of hUlnan ilnperfection. But the purpose is Ironic. Throughout 
the work, the unspoken antithesis of this age of achievenlent and brilliance 
is the gray world of the historian hirnself, European society in the second 
half of the nineteenth century. By c0111parison not even the Middle Ages 
suffered in the same way that the Modern Age does. l'he Renaissance was 
everything that the nlodern world is not. Or, rather, the Modern Age repre
sents the one-sided developlllent of all those traits of human nature which 
were sublirnated into a great cultural achieven1ent during the Age of the 
Renaissance. The Modern Age is a product of human losses. Something 
was ll1isplaced during the period between 1600 and 1815, and this ttsolne~ 

thing" is "culture." 

~ The "Syntax" of Historical Process 

In his lectures on 1110dern history, delivered at the University of Basel from 
1865 to 1885, Burckhardt considered the sixteenth century to be a period of 
inauguration. It vvas followed, he said, by a set of "metastases," which is to 
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say, sudden irrational displacen1ents of powers and SYluptoms from one organ 
or part of the body social to another ( Judgements, 66). This concept of 
i'Inetastasis" \vas a central Metaphor in Burckhardt's thinking about history. 
He did not purport to be able to account for these transfers, or shifts; they 
were I11ysterious. Their causes could not be specified, but their effects were 
D1anifest. This is why, even though one can offer no definitive explanation 
of vvhy history develops as it does, one can at least break up the chronological 
record into discrete segments or provinces of occurrence. For example, just 
as in the fourteenth century, sonlething new and Inysterious made its appear
ance in the Italian city-states, so, too, in "the last decades before the French 
Revolution, events and personalities are of a specifically new kind" (163). 
This lneans that the period between the Renaissance and the French Revolu
tion had, in principle, the same kind of perceivable, though ultimately 
undefinable, coherence as the Renaissance itself. uIn relation to the great 
beginnings of the lTIodern \vorld epoch after 1450 it is a continuation; in 
relation to the age of revolution it is only the tern1ination of an earlier age 
and a preparation for the cOll1ing one" (165). It, too, is an "entracte, or, 
rather, an interlude" (ibid.). 

But the Age of Revolution was for Burckhardt, as it had been for Tocque
vine, a u new and terrible thing." The Revolution, he wrote, "unfettered, 
first, all ideals and aspirations, then aU passions and selfishness. It inherited 
and practiced a despotisD1 which will serve as a model for all despotism for 
all eternity." (219) '111ere was none of Tocqueville's attempt to assay "what 
has been gained, and what lost" as a result of the birth of this new and 
terrible thing. For Burckhardt it vvas all loss. Looking back upon the period in 
which Tocquevil1e \vrote, he said: 

To be sure, in the three decades in which we were born and grew up it was possi
ble to believe that the revolution was something completed, vvhich therefore might 
be described objectively. 

At that tinle there appeared those books, well written and even classic, which 
tried to present a general view of the years 1789-1815, as of a completed age
not irnpartial, to be sure, but trying to be fair and quietly convincing. Now, how
ever, we know that the very same tempest which has shaken humanity since 1789 
bears us oI1\vard, too. \Ve can asseverate our impartiality in good faith and yet 
unconsciously be caught up in extrenle partiality. [225] 

For "the decisive new thing that has come into the world through the 
French Revolution is the permission and the will to change things, with 
public welfare as the goal." And the result has been to elevate politics to 
the highest position, but without any principle to guide it, except anarchy 
on the one side and tyranny on the other-"constantly endangered by the 
desire for revision, or as a despotic reaction with a breaking down of politi
cal forms." (229) 
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The driving force behind this "denlonry" was the "illusion" of "the good
ness of hU111an nature" (230). "Idealistic Blinds" had let their "desires and 
fantasies batten upon a radiant vision of the future in which the spiritual 
world will be reconciled with nature, thought and life would be one," and 
so on (231). But all of this is the product of "illusion," Burckhardt said. A 
realist knows better, and a historian at least knows that "wishing" 111akes 
nothing so. Burckhardt's ainl was to dissolve these illusions and to return 
hU111an consciousness to the recognition of its own linlitations, its finitude, 
and its incapacity ever to find happiness in this world (ibid.). "Our task," 
he said, "in lieu of all wishing, is to free ourselves as 111uch as possible 
fron1 foolish joys and fears and to apply ourselves above all to the under
standing of historical develop111ent" (231-32). He recognized the difficulty 
of this task, for objectivity is the IllOSt difficult of all perspectives in history, 
"the 1110St unscientific of all the sciences" (Force and Freedon1, 199), the 
Dlore so since, "as soon as \~le becollle aware of onr position" in our own 
tinles, "we find ourselves on a 1110re or less defective ship which is drifting 
along on one wave an10ng 11lillions." And, he rCl11inded his auditors, "one 
could also say that \ve ourselves are, in part, this wave" (Jlldgenlents, 232). 
The best \ve can hope for, then, is certainly not prophecy, but the location 
of our place within a segnlent of history which began with the Revolution; 
the fOfIn that our understanding of history 11lUst take is nothing more than 
the identification of '\vhich \\lave of the great stor111-tossed sea we are drifting 
on" (252). 

Wave and Inetastasis-these two inlages sunl up Burckhardt's conception 
of the historical process. 'rhe forlner inlage suggests the notion of constant 
change, the latter the lack of continuity between the illlpulses. I---lis concep
tion is not cyclical; there are no necessary rej uvena tions after a fall (27)' 
But the falls are necessary, or at least inevitable at SOlne ti111e. What have to 
be explained in history are the 11101nents of cultural brilliance and achieve-
111ent; they are the problenl. 

1.-1he will to power (the basis of political achieven1ent) and the desire for 
redenlption (the basis of religious co ll1111i tnlen t) need no explanation; they 
are the fundamental bases of hU111an nature. And they ebb and flow con
stantly, both as to quantity and quality in a given civilization. By contrast, 
culture, Burckhardt asserted, is both discontinuous in its TI10TIlents and il1cre
lnental. rrhat is to say, it produces qualitatively equal moments of brilliance 
and clarity of vision, but an infinite number of these, and with an effect 
which constantly enlarges the hlllnan spirit. Culture can flourish, however, 
only when the "con1pulsive" powers, the state and religion, are so weakened 
tha t they cannot frustrate its innernlost impulses, and only when the 111 a te
rial conditions are right for its flo\vering (Force and Freedo171, 127)' 
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~~ The "Semantics" of History 

This is \vhat appears to have happened, in Burckhardt's estimation, during 
the Renaissance in Italy. No formal explanation of this period of cultural 
flovvering is offered except the general notion of culture as an eternal 
mOInent in hunlan nature \vhich flowers when the compulsive powers are 
\veak. That is to say, only a negative condition is postulated: because the 
church and the state vvere weak in Italy at the sanle time, and as a result of 
a 111illennial contest which had exhausted both, culture found room to grow, 
expand, and blossol1l. But the flowering itself is a nlystery, or so it appears. 
For the springs of culture have their origins in the innerlllost vibrations of 
the h Ul1lan soul, and this is especially true of the arts: 

They arise from 111ysterious vibrations communicated to the soul. \l\1hat is released 
by those vibrations has ceased to be individual and tenlporal and has become 
symbolically significant and in1n1ortal. [Ibid.] 

Alongside the practical life represented by the state and the illusory life 
represented by religion, culture raises a "second, ideal creation, the only 
perdurable thing on earth, exempt from the limitations of individual tenlpo
rality, an earthly inlmortality, a language for all the nations" (128). The out
ward forin of this "ideal creation" is 111aterial and hence is subject to the 
ravages of time, but only a fragment is needed to suggest athe freedom, 
inspiration, and spiritual unity" of the inlages that originally inspired them. 
In fact, Burckhardt said, the fragment is "particularly poignant," for art is still 
art, "even in the excerpt, the outline, the mere allusion." And we can, '\vith 
the assistance of analogy," perceive the "whole from fragments." (Ibid.) 

lOhe language in 'Nhich Burckhardt dealt was the language of Irony, both 
in the form in which it was presented and in the content that it directed 
attention to as that \vhich is to be most highly valued. And Burckhardt's 
ll1anner of representing the Renaissance was that of the connoisseur behold
ing a heap of fragnlents assembled from an archeological dig, the context of 
which he divines "by analogy" fron1 the part~ But the forIn of the context 
can only be pointed to, not specified. It is like those "things in themselves" 
which Kant maintained we must postulate in order to account for our 
science, but about \vhich \ve cannot say anything. The voice with which 
Burckhardt addressed his audience was that of the Ironist, the possessor of a 
higher, sadder wisdol11 than the audience itself possessed. He viewed his 
object of study, the historical field, Ironically, as a field whose meaning is 
elusive, unspecifiable, perceivable only to the refined intelligence, too subtle, 
to be taken by stornl and too sublirrle to be ignored. He apprehended the 
world of historical objects as a literal "satura," stew or medley, fragments of 
objects detached froin their original contexts or whose contexts are unknowa-
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hIe, capable of being put together in a nlln1ber of different ways, of figuring 
a host of different possible, and equally valid, 111eanings. ~'After all," he said 
in Force and Freedonl, "our historical pictures are, for the 1110st part, pure 
constructions" (74). We can put the fragn1ents together in a nUlllber of 
ways, though we ought not to put them together in such a way as either to 
foster illusions or to divert attention from the here and now. The story he 
told was Ironic, with its aphoristic style, anecdote, witticism, and throwaway 
(the revolutions of 1848 were caused by "ennuie," Napoleon was defeated 
by his own "ilnpa tience," and so on). The plot structure of this story vvas 
Ironic; that is to say, "the point of it all" \vas that there is no "point" toward 
which things in general tend, no epiphanies of la\v, no ultin1ate reconcilia
tions, no transcendence. In his episten1010gy he was a skeptic; in his psy
chology he was a pessiU1ist. He took a dour delight in his own resistance to 
the forces that prevailed in his o\vn tin1e and to the direction in which he 
sa w then1 h~~nding. I-Ie had no respect for "nlere narration," as he called it 
(Judgenlents, 29), because he not only refused to prophesy how ~'things will 
corne out in the end," but did not even see any ultinlately significant provi
sional ternlinations in the ambiguous ll1cantin1e betvveen unknowable begin
ning and unforeseeable end. 

Yet, if anything was constant in Burckhardt's thought, it was the enelnies 
he opposed. These enernies were for hinl, as for all Ironists, "illusions," and 
they caIne in two principal fornls: Il1etaphorical reduction, which gives birth 
to allegory; and excessive syn1bolization, which gives birth to I11etaphysics. 
In fact, his formal theory of history, with its conception of the threefold 
interaction of culture, religion, and the state, was really a reflection of his 
theory of culture, vvhich consisted, in his view, of a threefold action of 
allegorical, sYlnbolical, and historical sensibilities. This theory of culture, 
which was the very quintessence of Burckhardt's brand of realisIll, was not 
set forth in any of his forI11ally theoretical vvorks, and was probably not 
even adn1itted by hirn to be a theory. But it \vas present, and vvas presented 
quite clearly, in the section on Italian painting in his Cicerone, a guidebook 
to the ~'eI1joynlent" of the artworks of Italy, published in 1855. 

~ The "Scltura" Plot Structure 

Burckhardt spoke 1110st directly, least self-consciously, as a historian in his 
capacity as an appreciator of art, and especially of Italian art. l'his was the 
subject closest to his heart, and in his guidebook to the art of Italy, The 
Cicerone, subtitled A Guide to the Enjoyment of the Artworks of Italy 
(Eine Anleitung Zlln1 Genuss der Kunstwerke Italiens) (1855), composed in 
the year following publication of his first 11lajor historical production, The 
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Age of Constantine the Great (1852), Burckhardt revealed himself at his 
best-and most engage. The Cicerone offered Burckhardt the opportunity to 
indulge himself in direct and highly personal reflections on historical objects 
in a \;yay that reflections on the life of the past did not. The whole uni
verse of artistic products was directly present to him as objects of percep
tion; their contents or meanings vvere not mediated by language, at least 
not by verbal language. One did not have to divine what the medium was 
saying before proceeding to the consideration of its meaning. For Burckhardt, 
insofar as art objects were concerned, the medium and the message were-or 
ought to be-literally indistinguishable. One had only to confront the art 
object in its integrity and extract from it its formal coherence. A siluilar 
operation on history-in-general was not possible, Burckhardt thought, because 
the dOCUI1lents themselves l1light be formally coherent without bearing any 
essential relationship at all to the nature of the events they purported to 
represent. Art objects were self-referential, and, although the quality, mood, 
style, of an age might be reflected in them, in order to enjoy them one did 
not have to consider the problen1 of the artifact's relationship to the milieux 
in \vhich it arose. In fact, Burckhardt's decision to exclude a consideratiol1 
of the visual arts fronl his Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy may well 
have been a product of his desire to discourage the notion that high art 
was dependent in any significant way on the external circumstances in 
which it was produced. 

In his discussions of the artists of the Renaissance Burckhardt was always 
concerned to determine the extent to which either the content or the form 
of a given artistic \vork was produced by the interests and pressures of the 
patrons. And his discussions of medieval art were carried out under the 
notion that, while a great artist 111ay rise above it, art produced under extra
artistic pressures, such as religion or politics, is almost invariably fla\ved art. 

It is interesting to observe that this least "historical" of Burckhardt's works 
is the one that is superficially organized most completely on chronological 
principles. The Cicerone is divided into three parts, architecture, sculpture, 
and painting, \vhich, in accordance with Schopenhauer's aesthetics, describe 
a hierarchy of ascending "spirituality" (see the Preface to the 1st ed.). Each 
of the separate sections proceeds from a discussion of the classical and paleo
Christian period to the period of the Baroque, \vhich for Burckhardt extended 
into the eighteenth century. The story told is one of gradual rise, to the 
condition of excellence represented by the High Renaissance, and of the sub
sequent fall or dissolution of the harmony and balance achieved there in all 
three fields. The ternlinal periods, however, are characterized in pathetic, 
more than in Tragic, terms. The tone or mood of the concluding passages of 
each of the three parts is elegiac, nlelancholy. The section on architecture 
ends with a description of "villas and gardens" (specifically, with a brief 
description of the villas on Lake Como); that on sculpture ends with a dis
cussion of Canova (specifically, the funeral monument of Clement XIV); 
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and the section on painting ends with reflections on the landscapes of 
Poussin and Claude Lorraine (specifically, their landscapes of the ROlnan 
Caulpagna) . 

The section on architecture had the 1110st in1111ediate in1pact on Burck
hardt's public, but the section on painting is the B10St revealing of the 
principles of historical sensibility and narration which Burckhardt himself 
brough t to bear upon the cia ta of history-in-general. The paleo-Christian and 
Byzantine phases of Western art were regarded as inferior by virtue of the 
tendencies toward "nlere Inechanical repetition" which dognla and authority 
enforced upon the artists of the tinle. The art of the ROlnanesque period was 
viewed prinlarily as 111ythical and syu1bolical, though evidences of an essen
tial healthiness were contained, in Burckhardt's estilTIate, in the appearance 
of a "si111ple narrative" style (The Cicerone, Clough ed., 18). The Gothic 
period in Italian art (as distinguished fro111 its northern counterpart) was 
presented as signaling the birth of that naturaliSlTI which flowered in the 
Renaissance. Painting was liberated from service to architecture; and, though 
it rell1ained in the service of religion, it was released to the developlnent 
of its o\vn unique potentialities of representation, especially in Giotto, who 
was seen by Burckhardt as the base on which the high ~~chievements of 
Michelangelo and l~aphael would finally take shape. 

Giotto's achievenlent was not defined prilllarily in terlTIS of an aiITI "to 
express ideal beauty" or in ternlS of his "power of realistic execution," in 
both of which he was surpassed by both contelnporary and lllodern artists 
(32). It lay, rather, in his capacities as a Unarrator," a teller of stories. Giotto 
~'gavc vvhat was needed to 11lake the story clear, sinlply and beautifully" 
(33). Giotto thus shovved hinlself to Burckhardt as a master of the his
torical scene, narrator of those events in the life of Christ, Saint Francis, and 
the Church \vhich the people of his tilne took to be actual historical occur
rences. l'he figures in the great frescoes and panels of Padua, Assisi, and 
elsewhere all exist for the sole purpose of illllll1inating a story (35); they do 
not function prinlarily as icons. 'rhcy do not point or allude to S0111ething 
outside theillscives. Everything in thenl exists for the sake of the story being 
told, to contribute to the explanation of the action in the picture (ibid.). To 
be sure, the allegorical elenlent is not c0111pletely elinlinated in Giotto's art, 
any 1110re than it is in Dante's; and precisely to this extent it rerrlainec1, in 
Burckhardt's view, enfeebled, exposed to the dangers of allegory £r0111 which 
it had only barely 11lanaged to escape. This elenlent of allegory, with its 
tendency tovvard ll1etaphorical corruptio11 of the subject, re111ained, in 
Burckhardt's account, the threat to the art of the Renaissance. Raphael was 
the suprelne representative of the Renaissance because he d0111inated the ele-
11lent of allegory in his art, and used it to his o\vn purposes rather than 
fall prey to iis l1lastery. For Burckhardt, allegory represented Sl1bnlission to 
the elernent of "lnystery" (39), which is, in turn, a failure of ~'vision" ~that 
is, of perception (Anschauen). 
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~ Anti-Metaphor 

The mark of the triumph of the mysterious over the effort to perceive reality 
clearly and to render it whole is metaphor, which in Burckhardt's estimation, 
always destroys art and truth. Thus, he said in his remarks on Giotto: 

To represent the obligation to poverty as a marriage with her is a metaphor, and a 
work of art ought never be founded on a metaphor, that is, an idea transferred to 
a new fiictitious reality, which gives a necessarily false result in a picture .... As 
soon as the allegorical figures are to be put into action, nothing can be done with
out metaphor, and with it arise simple absurdities. [Ibid.] 

Burckhardt suggested a short while later that the whole triumph of the 
Renaissance could be characterized in terms of its insight into the dangers 
of NIetaphorical characterizations of the world. 

The insufficiency of all Allegory could not fail to be felt in art. As a complement 
were produced the representations of abstract ideas mostly derived from antiquity, 
and used singly in connection with allegories .... (Dante also makes the greatest 
use of this mode of representation.) Such figures ... remain mere curiosities; they 
give the measure of the naive historical knowledge of the age. [39-40] 

In short, he set the naivete of the histo~ical knowledge of the age over against 
its tendencies toward a NIetaphorical characterization of the world. And he 
showed the lneasure of its impulse to escape the trap of l\;letaphor in Giotto's 
developn1ent of a specifically "narrative" style of representation. 

The allegorical elenlent in a work ~f art is not, however, to be confused 
with the syrnbolic elelnent. Symbolism is necessary, Burckhardt indicated, for 
the expression of "sublime ideas" which "cannot be embodied in any merely 
historical composition, and yet look to art for their highest rendering." Art
\;york which a ttelnpts to render these "sublime ideas" will therefore be "more 
impressive in proportion as it contains less allegory and more living distinct 

. "( ) actIon. 40 
These sublime ideas have to do with "everything connected with the 

world beyond the grave" and, he added, beyond the "prophecies" of the 
Gospel and the Apocalypse, the kinds of considerations that infornl Dante's 
Commedia. But, Burckhardt warned, this interest in sublime ideas must be 
mediated by an interest in the l'artistic representation of single incidents." 
"The symbolic meaning of the Divina Commedia . . . is only valuable as 
literature and history, not as poetry. The poetical value rests entirely on the 
lofty artistic representation of single incidents, on the measured grand style 
through which Dante becanle the father of Western poetry." (Ibid.). 

The history of Western art, then, is seen to develop within a threefold 
tension genera ted by the tendencies toward allegorical, historical, and sym-
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boHe representation. And the Renaissance style, in the end, is seen as a 
product of the gradual dissolution of the allegorical, or metaphorical, 
ilupulse in its tradition, an inlpulse which was sustained by ~'the theological 
tendency" of medieval civilization. Once this theological tendency had been 
expunged, the high art of the Renaissance could be consigned to the creative 
tension between two kinds of representation, sublime ideas on the one hand 
(a sYlnbolic activity) and narration (a "historical" activity) on the other. 

~ Realism as Irony 

Elin1inating metaphor, while renlaining true to the twofold task of historical 
narration and sYlnbolization of "sublime ideas," constituted the essence of 
Renaissance "realislll." Burckhardt introduced his discussion of Quattrocento 
art with an analysis of this realistic elenlent, expressed in the desire to render 
details of the h UI11an forn1 (as against the effort to render the type), the 
flow anc11llovement of the hU111an figure in action, and the discovery of the 
rules of perspective (57~58). All this was a result, not of dependency upon 
antiq.ue 111odels, but rather of the study of nature (58). But this interest in 
external reality was not carried forward in a vacuunl; it developed vvithin 
the full consciousness of those "sublinle ideas" which pernlit "tact" to set 
limits on "fancifulness": 

[The l{enaissance] possessed, as an original gift fron1 heaven, the tact to follo\\' 
out external reality not into every detail, but only so far as that the higher poetic 
truth rnight not suffer from it. Where it is ton rich in details it is superabundant 
in architecture and decoration, and in beautiful draperies, not in the prosaic acci
dents of external life. The inlpressiol1, therefore, is not of weariness, but of splen
dour. Few give the essential parts grandly and nobly; lllany lose thernselves in 
fancifulness, vvhich is the general tendency of the fifteenth century, yet the general 
grandeur of the fornlS give to their fancies a tasteful and even pleasing character. 

[59] 

I-Iere is Burckhardt's definition of the most desirable kind of "realism," the 
kind of realisrn which he would have liked to clainl for his own historical 
studies, conceived as works of art in the Renaissance manner. This realisrn 
stood in starkest contrast to its nineteenth-century counterparts, which, in 
his vie\v, consisted of nothing Blare than a vulgar interest in the photo
graphic reproduction of details and was not governed by a general rule of 
devotion to ~'sublilne ideas." 111us, contrary to his protestations against 
uphilosophy of history," his own conception of realistic historiography 
required a distinct, even though suppressed, general conception of the nature 
of reality, quite apart froll1 any knowledge of concrete details and, however 
sublimated, by which to give a historical vvork a desirable formal coherence. 
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Though he refused to render this general conception as a formal theory, 
except of the 1110st vague kind, it nonetheless formed the linlit on his appre
hension of the facts of historical existence, so that a "tactful" realism, a 
realism that \vould not degenerate into "fancifulness," could be realized. Like 
Renaissance art itself, Burckhardt's historiography developed in the middle 
ground between sYlubolisnl and narration. Its principal enenlY was metaphor 
and the fornl that metaphor takes in the representation of reality, allegory. 

The Renaissance, Burckhardt said, "suddenly springs forth" in the Cin
quecento, "like a flash of lightning, ... like a gift from heaven. The time 
had conle. . . . The great nlasters now gather eternal truths for ilnperish
able works of art. Each has his way, so that one beauty does not exclude 
another, but all together fornl a multiform revelation of the highest." To be 
sure, as \vith all things fine, "the tinle of full bloonl is indeed but short. . . . 
We nlay say that the short lifetime of Raphael [1483-1520J witnessed the 
rise of all that was 1110St perfect, and that inl111ediately after hiIll, even vvith 
the greatest who outlived hinl, the decline began." (111) 

This decline had already been signaled in the work of Raphael's two 
great contenlporaries, Leonardo and Michelangelo. The foriner \vas given to 
an excessive dependency upon "the help of landscape," which produced that 
"dreaIl1Y effect" of the Giaconda (disturbing to Burckhardt) and reflected a 
reversion to allegory (114)' In Michelangelo, by contrast, the "historical" 
elenlent tended to give place to the symbolic. Everything was too sublime; 
there \vas no counterbalance to it, no concrete detail "of all that makes life 
dear to us," with the result that, in his work, "the simply sublime and 
beautiful in nature" \vere "exaggerated" (123)' 

What Michelangelo'S paintings lacked, Burckhardt lllade clear in his dis
cussion of the Sistine Chapel frescoes, was "history" (125). This at once 
gave theiTI their "grandeur" and marked the appearance of the imminent 
decline froIn the perfection of Raphael'S art. Michelangelo'S want of tact 
was sho\vn in his Last Judgn1ent, which, Burckhardt suggested, was not a fit 
subject of representation, either as to possibility or desirability (ibid.). 
"Michelangelo reveals in the Promethean pleasure of calling into existence all 
the capabilities of 1110Venlent, position, foreshortening, grouping of the pure 
human forln" (126). 1'his was the tendency which showed itself, as a defect, 
in Inanneris1l1 (128). And, in the end, Burckhardt's judgnlent on Michel
angelo "vas, for all the praise he accorded him as a genius, a negative one. 
"After his death, all principle in all the different arts was overthrown; every
one strove to reach the absolute, because they did not understand that what 
in hilll appeared uncontrolled, in fact, took shape frolll his inmost personal
ity" (ibid.). 

It \voldd appear, then, that Leonardo's genius erred (if at all) in the 
direction of fancifulness, vvhile that of Michelangelo erred in the direction 
of symbolislll. In Raphael, by contrast, the fancifulness \vas eliminated, and 
perfect balance \vas struck between symbolisnl and history: "In Raphael the 
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detail strikes so povverfully that one thinks it is the essential part; yet the 
charnl of the vvholc is infinitely the l1l0St distinctive point" (139). But the 
sense of the whole was a £orll1a1 perfection, not a crude symbolisrn. In the 
early Florentine portraits, Burckhardt said, Raphael already showed himself 
to be a "great historical painter" (ibid.). Even in his pictures of the Virgin, 
Burckhardt Inaintained, Raphael "always uses as little synlbolislll as possi
ble; his art does not depend on associations \vhich are beyond the sphere of 
forn1, thoroughly as he had Inastered the expression of the syrnbolical in its 
proper place, as is shown by the frescoes in the Vatican" (143)' Even in 
The Vision of Ezel<iel, Raphael took a subject long conventionalized in 
nledieval art and "transformed it in the spirit of the greatest beauty as far as 
it \vas possible \vith the coarse sY111bol" (144), In the frescoes of the Camera 
della Segnatllra in the Vatican, finally, Raphael took allegorical and historical 
subjects dictated to hinl by tradition and authority, separated them for indi d 

vidual handling~so as not to pern1it their 111ixture in the eye of the beholder 
~and then represented the historical scenes in ways that conformed to his 
peculiarly balanced genius. 

l'he figures in the Disputa, for exanlple, are "treated according to purely 
pictorial 111otives. 'rhey are alnlost entirely figures belonging to a past, nlore 
or less renlovecl, which already had ceased to live except in idealizing 
relnelnbrancc" (150). The School of Athens is utterly "without rnystery," 
the background being a "consciously intended syn1bol of the healthy har-
1110ny between the powers of the soul and the mind," and the arrangelnent 
of the figures being a "co111plete harnlony of the picturesque and dranlatic 
Illatives" (151). The Can1era of the Segnatura, Burckhardt concluded, 'tis 
the first extensive work of art entirely harnlonious in forIn and idea" (152). 
And in his general characterization of l{.aphael in this period, Burckhardt 
revealed his definitive idea of artistic perfection. 

Raphael is the first in Wh0111 the form is entirely beautiful, noble, and at the saIne 
tilne intellectually alive, \vithout injury to the vvhole effect. No detail COlnes for
ward, is too pronlinent; the artist understands exactly the delicate life of his great 
symbolical subjects, and knows how easily the special interest over\veights the 
whole. And nevertheless, his single figures have becolne the 1110st valuable study of 
all after-painting. [15 2~5 3] 

In the great cycles of the Stanza d'Eliodoro, the Stanza del incendio, and 
the Saia di Costantino, in the Loggie of the Vatican and the cartoons for 
the tapestries, Burckhardt continued, Raphael's powers as a historian and 
dralnatist were consolidated and deepened. Above all, in his rendition of the 
Battle of Constantine, what Burckhardt called "an ideal historical moment" 
was captured with perfect vividness and ideality (157). Working under 
instructions fro111 the pope, pressed by den1ands for specific handlings of 
thelnes and figures, Raphael successfully turned all internal and external 
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requiren1ents to the uses of his genius. Remaining true to history and art 
simultaneously, he created vvorks of beauty and eternal interest to the eye. 
"The soul of the modern 111an has, in the region of the beautiful form no 
higher master and guardian then he is," Burckhardt concluded, "for the 
antique has only CODle down to us as a ruin, and its spirit is never our 
spirit" (164). It was Raphael's power to remain true to the historical sense 
and the aesthetic sense sinl11ltaneously, Burckhardt insisted, that made hiIn 
a quintessentially Hllloral," rather than a lllerely "aesthetic," genius. And 
the assessment of this ideal artist ended, characteristically for Burckhardt, on 
an elegiac note. 

ll1is Inoral quality vvould have renlained with hin1 even to his old age, had he 
lived longer. If we think over the colossal power of creation of his very last years, 
\ve shall feel \vhat has been lost for ever by his early death. [Ibid.J 

After this tribute to Raphael, Burckhardt's story of Italian art is one of sus
tained decline. Titian and Tintoretto represented high excellences, each in 
his OVvI1 vvay, but the descent to mediocrity and vulgarity was unrelenting. 
Burckhardt found a nUlnber of other exaillples of high craftsmanship, talent 
in one line or another; but nothing finally to halt the drift into decay 
which ended in what he called the "n1odern school." 

TIle d0I11inant attribute of the lllodern school, in his view, was its 
tendency toward vulgar realisIT1. 

In all undertakings of an ideal kind this n10dern painting fails in the highest aims, 
because it atten1pts too n1uch direct representation and illusion, while yet, as the 
product of a late period of culture, it cannot be sublin1e by simple ingenuousness. 
It aillls at making all that exists and occurs real; it regards this as the first condi
tion of all effect, \vithout counting on the inner sense of the spectator, who is 
accustonled to look for emotions of quite a different kind. [23 5J 

Burckhardt analyzed the specific faults of the Illodern school \vithout sym
pathy or tolerance. In narrative pictures, anything Himpressive" is included 
(237), and usually ends in little n10re than "vulgarity," as in Guercino's 
St. Tholnas (240). In historical painting, Burckhardt said, everything 
gives way before a gory interest in l1lartyrdonls, and the more "naturalistic" 
the better. Speaking of Caravaggio's Medusa, Burckhardt said that the elernent 
of horror is such as to arouse disgust father than deep emotion (241). Sacred 
subjects have been represented in the agood style and measured forms of 
contenlporary society" (242). Expression alone, rather than form, is used to 
represent the enl0tions (243); swooning fenlales predominate in the repre
sentations of ecstasies and glories, and the most sacred and profane subjects 
are run together, svvalllped in a C0I11mOn supersensual naturalism (249). 
For Burckhardt, genre painting, created by Caravaggio, tended to be "repul
sively hUll10rous or horribly dramatic" (252). Only in landscape did genius 



BURCKHARDT 259 

express itself fully and directly, though the Italian landscape inlmortalized 
in the 1110dcrn style was for the 1110St part a creation of non-Italian artists. In 
Poussin and those who followed hinl, Burckhardt said, is seen "a virgin 
nature, in which the traces of hUlllan work only appear as architecture, 
chiefly as ruins of old tin1es, also as sinlple huts. The hunlan race which we 
inlagine or find represented there belongs either to the old fabulous world, 
or to sacred history, or to pastoral life; so that the whole inlpression is heroic 
pastoral" (257). Claude Lorraine, finally, depicted a nature which spoke in 
a voice suited to (tconsole the hU111an race." And, Burckhardt concluded his 
guide to the enjoynlent of Italian art, ufor hiIll who buries hiIDself in his 
works ... no further words are necessary" (ibid.). 

~-9 History and Poetry 

~~rrhe rivalry between history and poetry," Burckhardt said in Force and 
Freedo1n, "has been finally settled by Schopcnhallcr. Poetry achieves Blore 
for tbe knowledge of hU111an nature ... [and] history is indebted to poetry 
for insight into the nature of mankind as a whole." Moreover, the (~end to 
which [poetry] is created is 111uch sl1blinler than history." (136) But this 
clearly 111eans that poetry provides the principles by which historical visions 
of events in their particularity arc related to one another to fonn a con
struction which is 1110re or less adequate to the representation of those events' 
inner content or essential fornl. And Burckhardt left no doubt that the 1110St 
inforrnative dOCll111ents of any civilization, the docllITlents in which its true 
inner nature is Blast clearly revealed, are poetic ones: "history finds in poetry 
not only one of its 1110St in1portant but also one of its purest and finest 
sources" (ibid.). 

But the threat to pure poetic expression is the same as that to tactful 
"realisIn." For, although poetry, in Burckhardt's estilnation, originally ap~ 
peared "as the voice of religion," it soon becanlc the vehicle for the expression 
of the poet's own "personality" (139). This splitting off of poetry from reli
gion represented, for Burckhardt, an aspiration of the human \NiB to the sub
lime, the high point of which was reached in the Attic dranla of Aeschylus 
and Sophocles, the aiITI of which ('was to Blake ideal figures speak \vith the 
voice of all 111ankind" (142). By contrast, the poetry of the Middle Ages 
rClnained ~tpart of the liturgy and bound to a definite story," \vhile that of the 
Modern Age ,was shot through with the inlpulses of an "allegorical and satir
ical 'lTlorality' " (143). 

Burckhardt's historiography '~lays no claiI11 to systeI11"; his historical pic~ 
tures, he candidly adn1itted, were "lnere reflections of ourselves" (74-75). 
But it is quite apparent that he regarded the insights that historical narration 
can yield to consciousness to be of essentially the same nature as those of 
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poetry properly written. History, like poetry, and moreover like the visual 
poetry of Raphael, avoids the dangers of excessive allegorization on the one 
hand and of excessive synlbolis111 on the other. What this reduces to is an 
attack upon all forllls of Metaphorical characterization of the objects that 
occupy the historical field and of the relationships presumed to obtain among 
those objects. And this anti-Metaphorical attitude is the quintessence of 
Burckhardt's Irony, as it is the quintessence of every lronist's attitude. Hence 
we see the apparent "purity" of Burckhardt's style. It abounds in simple 
declarative sentences, and the verb form most often chosen, alnlost to the 
point of expunging the active voice from Burckhardt's characterizations of 
events and process, is the simple copulative. His paragraphs represent virtuoso 
variations on the simple notion of being. A passage chosen at random, from 
the section on ~'The Discovery of the World and of Man," in The Civiliza
tion of the Renaissance book, illustrates what I have in Illind. 

The second great age of I talian poetry, \vhich followed at the end of the fifteenth 
and beginning of the sixteenth centuries, as well as the Latin poetry of the same 
period, is rich in proofs of the powerful effect of nature on the hunlan nlind. The 
first glance at the lyric poets of that time will suffice to convince us. Elaborate 
descriptions of natural scenery, it is true, are very rare, for the reason that, in this 
energetic age, the novels, and the lyric and epic poetry had something else to deal 
\vith. Boiardo and Ariosto paint nature vigorously, but as briefly as possible, and 
with no effort to appeal by their descriptions to the feelings of the reader, which 
they endeavour to reach solely by their narrative and characters. Letter-writers and 
the authors of philosophical dialogues are, in fact, better evidence of the growing 
love of nature than the poets. [183] 

TIle rapid delineation of a field and the figures occupying it is reminiscent 
of the deft strokes of the Inlpressionist painters, in which the impression is 
given of nothing but a report of separate perceptions w'hich add up to a 
theme, not a thesis (184). The structure of the whole paragraph, like the 
structure of the sections that make up the parts, and of the parts themselves, 
is paratactical. There appears to be a conscious suppression of any impulse 
toward hypotactical construction of the events so as to suggest an argument. 
The section which follows, on the thenle of "The Discovery of Man," does 
have an explicit thesis, and \vas labeled as such by Burckhardt (185), but he 
engagingly adn1itted that the "facts which we shall quote in evidence of our 
thesis will be fevv in number." Here, he said, 

The author is conscious that he is treading on the perilous ground of conjecture, 
and ... that what seems to him a clear, if delicate and gradual, transition in the 
intellectual movement of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, may not be equally 
plain to others. The gradual a\vakening of the soul of a people is a phenomenon 
which nlay produce a different impression on each spectator. Time will judge 
which impression is the most faithfu1. [Ibid.] 



BURCKHARDT 261 

'rhen, after a number of exalnples of the new spirit expressed in poetry, 
Burckhardt sUlllInarized the inlpression of the whole: uThus, the world of 
Italian sentinlent COll1es before us in a series of pictures, clear, concise, and 
lTIOst effective in their brevity" (187). It is obvious that Burckhardt was 
111atching not 111erely his "irnpressions" against others' impressions, but his 
sense of the sublirne against other, nlore defective ones. But none of this 
was argued for so much as it was sinlply asserted. Its force as an explanation 
of ,,,hat was happening in the historical field to which it directed our atten
tion was a function of the poetic sensibility of Burckhardt himself, a sensi
bility which, in his own estinlation, had been definitively liberated froITI 
Metaphor as a device of both description and explanation. It was the an
tithesis of the ROlllantic conception of poetry and of history, and in its purest 
expressions it resisted the telnptations to indulge, not only in l\letonymy, 
but in Synecdoche as well. 

Burckhardt's theory of the rise and fall of Renaissance art provides crucial 
insights into his conception of history-writing as a work of art. The twin 
threats to the art of history were to hinl the saIne as those which threatened 
the art of the Renaissance: allegory and sYlnbolization~the drawing of 
Inaral inlplications fron1 historical facts on the one hand and the sublinlation 
of concrete reality into intinlatiol1s of timeless spiritual forces on the other. 
St. Augustine's City of God represented the first threat, the reduction of 
historical events to the status of nlanifestations of 1110ra1 forces presullled to 
direct the universe. Augustine's book represented the en thralldonl of his
torical consciousness to one of the ucolnpulsive powers," in this case religion, 
though history written in the service of a specific ideology would qualify 
just as vvell as an cxaulple of "allegorical" historiography. On the other hand, 
Hegel represented the dangers of excessive sYlnbolization, the dissolution of 
concrete historical even ts in the interest of promoting SOl1le forn1a} systenl, 
11letaphysicaI in nature, by \vhich all events would be deprived of their 
particularity and translated into 111elnbers of classes, genera, and species. 
Genuine historiography, like the art of Raphael, represented a subordination 
of the allegorical and synlbolizing ilnpulses in the historian's consciollsness 
to the needs of "realistic" representation. rrhis "realisDl," in turn, was con
ceived to have two C0111pOnents: the apprehension of the historical field as a 
set of discrete events, no two of \vhich are precisely alike; and the C0111prC
hension of it as a fabric of relationships. rrhe sense of structure should appear 
like that stage on ,vhieh Raphael positioned his figures in the School of 
Athens or the Battle of Constantine Of the Miracle of Bolsena. FJven those 
periods in which brute force prevailed, when culture was enslaved to politics, 
have a certain fOrl1lal coherence vvhen narrated by the nlaster historian, like 
the sense of form that arises £ro111 the conte111plation of Raphael's Fire of the 
Borgo, which is all apparent 1110veUlent and excitenlent, but is actually a 
nlasterpiece of formal coherence, in its parts as well as in the whole. But the 
different periods of the historical process are as detachable froln one another 
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as the variolls pictures that Raphael painted. Each picture is different, both 
as to content and as to the formal problem which its composition solved. The 
criteria are strictly aesthetic. The elelnents of a historical picture can be as 
varied as the elements of any given ((historical" painting. There are no rules 
to determine what must go into the picture as its content, though the 
historian lllay not, of course, invent the characters any lllore than Raphael 
was permitted to do in the Battle of C'onstan.tine. What the historian 
"invents" are the fornlal relationships which obtain among the elements in 
the picture. These elements are related as event to context, rather than as 
nlicrocosIll to nlacrocosm. It is no more possible to distinguish between an 
event and its context with precise accuracy than it is possible to distinguish 
between the Fire of the Borgo and the elements depicted in Raphael's 
rendition of it. And, needless to say, the ucauses" of an event's being what 
it is are hardly considered at all. 

~ Conclusion 

Whatever fornlal theory of historical explanation Burckhardt offered us is 
only a theory of the (lfranlework" within which historical events develop. It 
is not a theory of the relationship between events and the framework itself. 
Or, rather, the theory of relationship is founded upon the apprehension of 
the inlpossibility of distinguishing finally bet\veen an event and the larger 
historical framework in \vhich it occurs. This theory is Contextualist, for it 
supposes that an explanation of historical events is provided when the various 
strands that make up the tapestry of a historical era are discriminated and 
the linkages alTIOng the events, ,vhich Illake a Hfabric" of the historical field, 
are displayed. The relationship between an event and its context is not, how
ever, a Synecdochic one, that of the part's relation to the whole conceived as 
a 111icrocosmic-macrocosmic relationship. It is true that Burckhardt used this 
language often in his historical works, but it was usually reserved for the 
characterization of the great ll10nlents of culture's hegemony over the com~ 
pulsive powers of state and church, or politics and religion. There is an 
internal consistency and coherence among the parts of a whole work of art 
-and an individual1ife lived as a work of art-which stands in direct opposi
tion to the mode of relationship of culture itself to politics and religion. This 
relationship is conceived Metonymically, as a fractured condition, a condi
tion of schism and conflict of interests, an unrelnissible struggle of forces 
that have their origins in the depths of hUlTlan nature and are ultimately 
lllysterious in their operations. One can deal with the products of this con
flict only "phenoll1enologically," as it Inight be put today. One can write the 
'lhistory" of these products in the form of a 'lnarrative," but this narrative 
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will not describe a line of development leading to a redemption, a reconcilia
tion, or an epiphany of law which is healing by virtue of its revelation. 

The story that Burckhardt told of the past was always the story of a "fall" 
froIll high achievernent to bondage. All that is left for the historian to con
sider, after this 't£all" occurs, is the historical artifact, conceived as "frag
ments" and Hruins," the pathos of which derives from the cry contained 
within them for the "renlelnbrance of things past." l'his remenlbrance of 
things past is the sole obligation of the historian. He is required not to 
ilnpose upon the fragments fables that might inspire to heroislll in the pres
ent. He is not pennittec1 to "drarrlatize" them in such a way as to induce 
faith in the healing capacities of cooperative social action. And he is spe
cifically en joined froll1 seeking the general laws of historical, and coslnic, 
process which might give to living generations a confidence in their own 
capacities to revive their flagging powers and to press on to the struggle for 
a proper hUlllanity. 

Burckhardt professed to find in history an intinlation of the truths of 
Tragedy, but his conception of 'fragedy \vas that of Schopenhauer. 'rhe only 
llloral he could draw was the depressing conclusion that '~it were better not 
to have been born at all." Or at least he 111ade of the joy of life a possibility 
only for Blen of past ages, and only a few past ages at that. He looked for
ward to the possibility of a rebirth of culture in the future, but he held out 
no hope that IYlen nlight contribute to that rebirth by any positive action 
they TIlight take in the present. I-Ie consigned the immediate future to a 
series of wars between the various representatives of the current political 
reality, wars fro111 which he expected nothing positive to result. I--lis view of 
the future was precisely the sanle as Spengler's, though arrived at by different 
11leans. 'fhe only action that the sensitive soul could take "vas to go under
ground, cultivate his own garden, renlen1ber things past, and vvait for the 
current ll1adness to dissipate itself by its own resources. Then, possibly, on 
the far side of the holocaust, culture again lnight be revived. In the nlean
tinle there was only withdravval froln the city to the countryside, waiting, 
cultivated conversation with a few chosen kindred spirits, and a consistent 
disdain for the activities of "practical" ll1en. 

Burckhardt's pessilnisnl concealed a germ of faith in the ultimate creative 
potential of humanity. I-Ie loved life too much to deny completely the ideal 
of culture which had COlne to hinl from the Enlightennlent. As Croce 
observed, Burckhardt's was a Inoral, not an intellectual, failing. "Like all 
pessimists," Croce wrote, "he had in hin1 a streak of unsatisfiable hedonislll" 
(History as the Story of Liberty, 96). And it was this that made hinl want 
to flee the world rather than face it and work in it to save those parts of it 
which he valued most highly. This is perhaps why both his books and his life 
were conceived as "vvorks of art" in defense of "works of art." Yet, for all of 
his aestheticis111, Burckhardt was 111uch 1110re than a mere dilettante. His sensi~ 
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tivity to the tensions and pressures of his age made him a superb analyst of 
the phenomena of cultural decline. He differed from the aesthete in his 
desire to justify his flight from the world in world-historical terms. He 
thought that he saw the way the world was tending, but he lacked the will 
to oppose that tendency in any active way. In this failure of will, he differed 
essentially from his friend and colleague Nietzsche. 
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Chapter 1 HISTORICAL CONSCIOUSNESS AND THE 

REBIRTH OF PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY 

The eighteenth century had conventionally distinguished among three types 
of historiography: true, fabulous, and satirical, with philosophy of history 
being regarded as 111erely the serious reflection on the implications for lllan
kind of the facts provided by the first, or true, variety of historical representa
tion. T'he nineteenth century tended to stress the differences between "true" 
historiography on the one hand and t':philosophy of history" on the other. 
In order to count as such, it was maintained, historiography had to be a 
true account of what had happened in the past, without any interest in the 
fanciful per se, and it had to be offered in a spirit of objectivity and from a 
vantage point above all contenlporary party strife, without the distortions 
and abstractness which a genuinely "philosophical" reflection on their 111ean
ing lllight produce. Hegel Inaintained the distinction between historiography 
and philosophy of history, though he was lllore interested in deterrnining the 
extent to which the former could be subnlitted to analysis on the basis of the 
latter than in stressing the gap which separated thelTI as different departments 
of inquiry_ At the same tiule, however, his analysis of the various forms that a 
strictly historical representation of past reality Blight take appeared to con
denln historiography to the status of only a protoscience, if philosophy were 
not invoked to bring order out of the chaos of the conflicting accounts of 
the past which historiography necessarily engendered. 
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Hegel's distinction between the different forms of historiography-univer
sal, pragn1atic, critical, and conceptual-was not, however, taken up as a prin
ciple by \vhich to distinguish among the different kinds of historiography that 
the nineteenth century subsequently produced. Historians did distinguish 
among the principles on which national and local histories had to be written 
and those on which a survey of "universal" or world history might be 
attelnpted. And they did distinguish among original accounts. of a given set of 
historical events, the documents and observations of the events under study, 
and the historian's reconstruction of what "actually" happened at the time of 
the events' occurrences as these appeared in his narratives. But a In.ore 
in1portant distinction was that which turned upon the differences between 
a "true" account of the past on the one hand and those accounts of the past 
produced out of commitn1ent to apriori conceptions of what l'had to have 
happened" in the past-that is, uphilosophy of history" ~and notions of what 
"should have happened" ~that is, ideological or, as it was called, "doc
trinaire" history-on the other. 

Aside from this distinction between "true" history and "philosophical" 
history, historians of the nineteenth century stressed the notion that, what
ever a true historical account might consist of, it could not be constructed 
out of purely "artistic" principles on the one hand or in the interest of pro
ducing the kind of laws in which the physical sciences dealt on the other. 
This \vas not to say that "true" history did not have scientific, philosophical, 
and artistic elements in it; in fact, the lllain line of historiographical work 
in the nineteenth century stressed the historian's dependence upon princi
ples that were scientific, philosophical, and artistic, all at the same time. But 
history's clailll to the status of an autonOlTIOllS discipline, with its own aims, 
n1ethods, and subject matter, depended in large part upon the conviction that 
the scientific, philosophical, and artistic elements within it were not those of 
the science, philosophy, and art of the early nineteenth century, the period 
in \vhich a "true" historiography was presumed to have first taken shape. 
That is to say, the science in historiography \vas not to be Positivistic, the 
philosophy in it was not to be Idealistic, and the art in it was not to be 
Romantic. All of this meant, in the end, that historians' efforts to give a 
true account of what had happened in the past had to be carried out on the 
bases of a science, a philosophy, and an art that were essentially common
sensical and conventionalist in nature. It would not be too nlllch to say 
that, insofar as history in the main line of nineteenth-century thought con
tained scientific, philosophical, and artistic elements, it remained locked in 
older, pre-Newtonian and pre-Hegelian, more specifically Aristotelian, con
ceptions of what these consisted of. Its science was "4empirical" and "induc
tive," its philosophy was "realistic," and its art was "minletic," or imitative, 
rather than expressive or projective. 

This is not to say, of course, that Positivistic, Idealistic, and Romantic 
historiography \vas not ,,,ritten, for all three varieties of historiography flour-
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ished throughout the century~as the nan1es of Cornte, Buckle, and Taine; 
Heinricl1 Leo, Strauss, and Feuerbach; Chateal1briand, Carlyle, Froude, and 
rrrevelyan are enough to suggest. But insofar as the historiography actually 
written could be identified as being either P'ositivistic, Idealistic, or ROlllan
tic, it was regarded by the Blain line of professional historiographers as being 
a deviation frorn the principles of ((true" history, a fall into th~ ground of 
that "philosophy of history" fron1 which history had been delivered by its 
professionaliza tion. 

\Vithin the 11lain line, different "schools" of historiography took shape, car
rying either "national" designations (the Ptussian school, the Klcindeutsche 
school, the Firench school, the English school, and so on) or labels of a rnore 
particularly political sort, labels indicative of the ideological coloration of the 
historians ( Conserva tive, Liberal, Radical, Socialist, and so on). These 
'" -1 ] ,y f']' . 1 . J 1 1 . - l' I' SC_l00 S or _11stonograp ly were lntennec, lowever, to sIgna lntereSts In 
specific fields of inquiry or subject TI]atter, or to indicate different concep
tions of the inl111ediacy of historiographical vvork to the l1l0St pressing con
cerns of the societies in and for which the historians wrote. They were not 
considered to threaten seriously the effort to write "true" histories of the past 
in the vvay that ~~philosophy of history" did. rI11us, when, during the first 
decade of the twentieth century, three rnajor surveys of the historiography of 
the preceding hundred ye.ars appcared·~those of Fl1cter, Gooch, and Croce 
~ the distinction between historiogra ph y and philosophy of history was taken 
to be a self-evident principle for discriulinating between legitinlate and il1e
gitiu1ate historiography by all three. 

Fueter, in his C;eschichte der neuren IIistoriographie (1911), discerned 
four Blajor strains or phases in the historical thought of the post-French 
Revolution period. l-'hese were the R0111antic, the Liberal, the Realist, and 
the Scientific~the last beginning s0111ctirne after 1870 and in the spirit of 
vvhich Fucter hinlself purported to write. Croce, in Teoria e storia della 
storiografia (1912~1 3), distinguished between Romantic, Idealist, and Posi
tivist historiography, all of which were preSl1111ed by hin1 to be flawed by 
the residues in then1 of the "philosophies of history" which these names 
indicated, and the New (or correct) historiography, in which the proper 
relationship between philosophy, science, and art to history had at last been 
established and of \vhich he hilTlself was the forenlost exponent. And, in 
History and I--listorians in the Nineteenth Century (1913) Gooch used the 
'~natural" systen1 of classification of historians by ttnational" school and sub
ject Blatter, but also assigned to his own age the task of finally synthesizing, 
in appropriately "historical-scientific" tern1s, the achievenlent of the preced
ing cen tury. 

What is 1110St striking about these three surveys of historical writing is the 
extent to which all of therrl succeeded in ignoring the reflections on history 
and historical writing of two of the rnost profound critics of its acadenlic or 
professional £orll1s: Marx and Nietzsche. In Fueter's book, Marx was men-
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tioned once as the critic of Proudhon, and Nietzsche \vas mentioned only 
to stress the differences between him and Burckhardt. Gooch mentioned 
both thinkers only in asides. And Croce, while ignoring Nietzsche altogether, 
disposed of Marx by identifying hinl as a luember of the Romantic school of 
historiography. Yet all three lanlented-or pretended to lament-the extent to 
which philosophy of history (Of, in Croce's case, "theory of history") had 
lagged behind the actual \xlriting of history by its failure to provide sOlnething 
resenlbling general laws of the historical process or rules of historical method 
and analysis. Fueter looked forward hopefully to the appearance of someone 
who Blight do for historical study vvbat Darwin's work had done for biology 
and ethnology, while Gooch stressed the work yet to be done in drawing 
the different traditions of historiographical work together, so that general 
scientific principles of historical analysis lnight be constructed. Croce, of 
course, with a characteristic disdain for false modesty, S1Jggested that his own 
work consisted of precisely such a construction. But among the three, only 
Croce recognized that, if philosophy of history was unable to serve as the 
general science or theory of historiography, the principles of historical syn
thesis, for which the thought of the age longed, had to be derived from the 
different traditions of historiography which the nineteenth century's hos
tility to lllodern science, philosophy, and art had produced. 

In 1868, of course, an effort to do just that had been made by the Prussian 
historian J. C. Droysen (1808-84). In his Historik: Vorlesungen tiber 
Enzyklopiidie und Methodologie der Geschichte, Droysen tried to character
ize the lllain forIlls that historical interpretation lnight take and the forills of 
representation vvhich were appropriate for each of them. The intention of the 
book was to do for historical studies what Aristotle had done in his Topic 
for dialectic, in his Logic for demonstration, in his l~hetoric ror oratory, and 
in his Poetic for literary art. Hence came his title, "Historic," and subtitle, 
which Inight best be rendered as "Lectures on the Anatomy and Methodol
ogy of History." Like Hegel, Droysen distinguished among four kinds of 
historical interpretation: the Biographical, the Pragmatic, the Conditional, 
and what he calls "T'he Interpretation of Ideas." These four nlodes of inter
pretation correspond to what today might be called the Psychological, the 
Causal, the Teleological, and the Ethical approaches to history respectively. 
What is relnarkable about Droysen's work-and about the abstract of it, the 
Grundriss der Historik, published in 1868, though circulated in manuscript 
for nlore than ten years previously-is the extent to which it anticipated the 
"crisis of historicism" into which historical thinking would be plunged by 
the very success of nineteenth~century historiography and the kinds of second 
thoughts about history's claims to the status of a science advanced by think
ers like Fueter, Croce, and Gooch in the decade preceding World War I. 

Like Wilhehn von HUlnboldt and Leopold von Ranke in the first half of 
the nineteenth century, Droysen began with the assumption that histori-
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ography Illust be considered an autonomous field of study and a discipline 
with its own particular aims, Inethods, and subject matter, and hence lllust 
be distinguished frorn Positivistic science, Idealistic philosophy, and R0111an
tic art. But he wrote in a different intellectual and spiritual atnlosphere. 
Philosophy was no longer identified, even in Gernlany, \vith IdealislTI alone. 
Positivis1l1 could no longer be considered as rnerely a residue of an outn1odcd 
enthusiasl11 for rationalism and ll1echanistic 1110dcs of explanation, appropri
ate to the analysis of physicochemical Inatter but inadequate to the charac~ 
terization of biological and hunlan processes. DarwinislTI had given the 
Positivist movernent new life, and the prospects for a genuine science of 
lllan and society were never brighter than they appeared to be in the 1860s. 
Moreover, the Ron1antic ll10venlent in literature had given place, at least by 
the late 1840s, to realism in the novel, so that the threat to the historian's 
objectivity, which originally appeared to caDle from the novelist and the 
poet, was novv I11oderated, or at least limited to those circles of poetic expres
sion occupied by the Synlbolists. It thus lnade sense for Droysen to see in 
the den~land for the scientization of history=cOl1ling frolll Positivists, Nlarx
ists, and Social Darwinists alike~the principal threat to history's precious 
autonoll1Y. And it Blade 1110re sense for him to suppose that, in the admis
sion of history's silllilarity to art, a way ITlight be found by which to assert 
at once the objectivity of historiography and its difference frorn the science 
of his ow'n tilne. 'Thus he could account for the different interpretations of 
the saD1e sct: of events \vhich a half-century of "objective" historiography had 
produced, while at the saIne tinle asserting their status as real contributions 
to hurnan knowledge. What Droysen suggested was that historians necessarily 
give partial and fragnlentary accounts of the past, depending on the way they 
cut into the historical field, but that the ways they n1ight legitinlately cut into 
that field were liInited to fonr general types, each of which illlllninated a 
different area of historical existence, the representation of which inevitably 
led to contrasting (though not necessarily conflicting) accounts of the saBle 
set of events. 

Droysen brought to his consideration of the scientific, philosophical, and 
artistic aspects of the historical field a distinctively Aristotelian conception of 
what science, philosophy, and art, as they are used in historiography, ought 
to be. I-lis discussion of historiography was divided into three nlain parts: 
Method of Investigation (Methodik) , Systenlatic Analysis of the Materials 
rrurned up in Investigation (Systernatil<), and Techniques of l~epresentation 
(TO/Jik), which corresponded to the scientific, the philosophical, and the 
artistic dimensions of the historian's enterprise. The problem of interpreta
tion arises at the very outset, when the historian is forced to choose a way 
of looking at the dOCl1l11ents, ll10nU111ents, and literary artifacts that he must 
constitute as evidence. If he looks for infornlation regarding the human 
agents of the events that interest him, he will be inclined toward Biographical 



272 METAHISTORY 

interpretation. If he looks for the causes of events, considers events as func
tions of sets of causal nexuses, he will be inclined toward a Pragmatic 
interpretation. If he considers the cirCUlllstances or conditions that made a 
general course of events likely or necessary, in terms of the social, cultural, 
and natural factors that predominated in the milieux in which the events 
occurred, he will work toward a Conditional interpretation. And, if he views 
the events as parts of a larger, ongoing nloral or ideational process, he will 
be inclined toward an Ethical interpretation. 

vVhat the historian actually lllakes out of the materials thus ordered in a 
prelilninary form will depend on four factors: the contents of the materials 
thenlselves, the £OfI11S in which they appear, the means of historical articula
tion, and the end or purpose of sllch articulation. Here, too, the personal or 
subjective orientation of the historian is at play, and the danger of distortion 
is ever present; but at the Sal1le time the occasion is given, by the very 
openness of the problen1 of understanding, for the historian's highest moral, 
scientific, and philosophical talents to be engaged. The payoff of the \V"hole 
enterprise comes, however, only in the third phase of the historian's work, 
when he 11lUSt choose the ITIode of representation by which to give his readers 
the opportunity to re-experience both the reality of the original course of 
events, as set forth in the narrative, and the operations by which the historian 
himself has COll1e to understand them. 

Droysen distinguished four n10des of representation: Interrogative, Didac
tic, and Discussive, all of which intrude the historian between the reader and 
his subject matter and seek to lead the reader to S0l11e general conclusion or 
achieve SOIne affect which the historian himself requires, and (the form 
which Droysen obviously believed to be the most appropriate to true his
toriography) the Recitative (die erziihlende Darstellung). In Recitative 
representation, he noted, the attempt is Dlade to "set forth the results of 
investigation as a course of events in in1itation [Mimesis] of its actual devel
oplnent. It takes the results [of investigation] and shapes them into an 
inlage of the genesis of the historical facts upon which the investigation has 
been at work" (English ed., 91: 52). But this mimesis is not to be regarded 
as either a photographic reproduction of the events or as an operation in 
which the events are allowed to 'lspeak for themselves." For, Droysen 
insisted, UWithout the narrator to 111ake them speak, they would be dumb." 
And, far froIn seeking to be objective, he added, it is not "objectivity which 
is the historian's best glory. His justness consists in seeking to understand." 
(Ibid. ) 

"U nderstanding" can manifest itself in four distinct forms, corresponding 
to the modes of interpretation outlined in the first section of Droysen's book. 
In this crucial section, the distinctions drawn among the Biographical, 
the Monographic, the Catastrophic, and the Pragmatic nlodes point to the 
possibility of different positions from which to view the events "vithin the 
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narrative itself and accounts for tendencies to enlplot the events in different 
ways, as different kinds of stories. 

Droyscn specifically denied that the "forn1s of representation" have been 
"detern1ined after the analogy of epic, lyric, or dranlatic C0111position," in 
the way that Georg Gottfried Gervinus, in his Grundziige del' I-listorik 
(1837) had proposed (ibid.). But it is quite obvious, from his discussion of 
the four fornls of Recitative exposition, that they are abstractions froll1 the 
basic plot structures of the Western literary tradition. 111US, the Biographical 
nl0de of exposition, stressing personality as the decisive causal force in his~ 
tory, can be identified vvith the story fornl of the Romance. The Mono
graphic Bl0de, which is teleological in principle, stressing the conditions that 
pcrnlittcd the unfolding of a destiny and an epiphany of law, corresponds to 
rrragedy. The Catastrophic 11lode, which illu111inates the "right" of all parties 
in the contest and which figures the birth of a new society out of the old, 
corresponds to the C0111ic mode in literary art. And the Pragn1atic lllode, 
which stresses the rule of law, and in such a vvay as to illlply that events are 
fa ted to take the courses they actually take, corresponds to the rnode of 
Satire. These Blades of exposition thus c0111prise the appropriate literary 
fornls for the representation of processes conceived to be governed by the 
forces identified, in the interpretative phase of the historian's operations, as 
different kinds of causal agencies: Individual, 1\1oral, Social, and Natural. 

Droysen's fourfold schelna for classifying the different lllodes of explana
tion and representation in historiography is renliniscent of other such 
schelnata. We have already encountered the fourfold classification in Hegel's 
characteriza tion of the species of Reflective history (Universal, Pragmatic, 
Critical, and Conceptual). \\le recall Croce's characterizations of the Inain 
forrns of nineteenth-century historical thought (Romantic, Idealistic, Posi
tivistic, and 4'N ew") and Fueter's categories (Ro111antic, Liberal, Realistic, 
and Scientific). A similar kind of classificatory schenlc was worked out by 
Wilhelm Dilthey during the first decade of the twentieth century. In his 
Der Aufbelll der geschichtlichen Welt in den Geisteswissenchaften, Dilthey 
identified the three principal contributors to the historiographical tradition 
of the early nineteenth century as Ranke, Carlyle, and Tocqueville, and 
suggested that his own Einleitung in die Geisteswissenschaften (1883) 
represented, in the tradition of "philosophy of history," the beginning of a 
serious effort to provide a "Kritik der historischen Vernunft" of the sort that 
historians had seriously needed since the establishment of their field as an 
autonomous discipline (117~118). And one is re111inded, finally, of Nie
tzsche's fourfold classification of the fOrlTIS of historical consciousness in his 
i'Use and Abuse of I~Iistory": Antiquarian, Monumental, Critical, and his 
own "Superhistorical" vision of these. 

rIlle recurrence of a fourfold schema for classifying historical thinking is 
not in itself remarkable, since the cultural history of the nineteenth century 
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can be broken down into four major movements-Romanticism, Idealism, 
Naturalisn1, and Symbolism-and the different conceptions of history could 
be seen as nothing lTIOre than abstractions of the different world views repre
sented by these movements projected onto the problem of historical knowl
edge and extended to the historical field so as to produce the four conflict
ing conceptions of history which the analysts of the age attempted to charac
terize in their various schemata of classification. Each movement brought 
with it its own unique conceptions of what "science," "philosophy," and 
uart" ought to be; and it is not surprising that theorists of history should 
build into their conceptualizations of the problem of history's relationship 
to these other fields their predilections for one or another of the different 
notions of those fields sanctioned bv the different cultural movements to 

.I 

which they belonged. The problen1 is to get behind these preconceptions 
and to seek yet another mode of characterization that will identify their 
shared preconceptions, so as to show them to be members of a single family 
of values and attitudes toward history, and at the same time to illuminate 
the differences of stress and subordination among theIll that make them 
different phases of, or variations on, the single tradition of thought which 
they represent. 

Here I revert to nly original formulation of the basic problem of historical 
thought, which is to construct a verbal model of the historical process, or 
some part of it, vvhich, by virtue of its status as a linguistic artifact, can be 
broken down into the levels of lexicon, grammar, syntax, and semantic. If I 
proceed in this way, I an1 permitted to assert that different historians stress 
different aspects of the same historical field, the same set or sequence of 
events, because they actually see different objects in that field, provisionally 
group them into different classes and species of historical existence, conceive 
the relationships arnong them in different terms, and explicate the trans
forn1ations of those relationships in different \vays, in order to figure different 
meanings for them by the structure of the narratives they write about them. 
Thus conceived, histories are atten1pts to use language (ordinary or technical 
language, but usually the forn1er) in such a way as to constitute different 
universes of discourse in which statements about the meaning of history in 
general or of different segments of the whole historical process can be made. 

The different levels of linguistic integration-from the simple nanling oper
ation, through the synchronic classificatory scheme on the one hand and the 
diachronic scheme on the other, by which the classes of historical phenolnena 
and the relations they bear to one another as parts of a process can be 
established, to the "lneaning" they have for the understanding of the whole 
historical process-would themselves generate different conceptions of the 
historian's task, according to the in1portance the individual historian con
ceded to one or another of the different operations necessary for the consti
tuting of a comprehensive "language of historical discourse." The historian 
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who concentrated on the lexical level would represent one extren1e and 
would produce what were essentially chronicles~though much "fuller" ones 
than those produced by his lnedieval counterparts-while the historian who 
pushed too rapidly through to the detection of the ultilnate I11eaning (seulan
tics) of the whole historical field would produce ('philosophies of history." 

If I considered lexical operations as one pole of historiographical activity 
and senlantic operations as the other, I could then see that what the aca
denlic historians of the nineteenth century ll1eant by litrue" history would 
have to be located sOInewhere between these two extrelnes, on the gram
l11(Ltical level, where general classificatory operations predominate and repre
sentation of the synchronic structure of the historical field is aimed at, or on 
the syntclctical level, where the dynamics of the field considered as a process 
would be the principal object of analysis and representation of the diachronic 
din1ensions of historical being would be apprehended. Of course, every his
torical vvork, simply because it ain1s at the construction of an adequate 
universe of discourse within which the historical process in general can be 
talked about 111eaningfully, would operate on all fonr levels. And different 
kinds of historiography °would be produced lllore by the stress given to one 
or another of the levels of linguistic constitution than by the elin1ination of 
any of the levels of n1eaning. 

If historiographical discourse renlains too rigidly lirnited to the simple 
nanling of the objects that occupy the historical field and merely arranges 
thenl on a time line in the order of those objects' appearance in the field, the 
historical work degenerates into chronicle. If, however, it thins out the factual 
detail in the interest of clarifying the relations that are presulned to exist 
aillong all historical objects of all classes, the result is what Danto called 
I., 1 .,," 1 'I 1 £ 1 . "11' "" conceptua narratIve or p 11 asap ly 01 11story. lat IS to say, a true 
historical account of what actually happened in history would be one which 
renlained on the levels of synchronic classification of the data on the one 
hand and of diachronic representation of thenl on the other. This would 
explain the tendency of historiographers within the B1ain line of the pro
fessional convention of the nineteenth century to regard formalistic charac
terizations of the historical field and narrative representations of its process 
as the appropriate way to write "history." And it would provide a way of 
characterizing their own characterization of "historiography" as a kind of 
discourse which falls between the enlptiness of rnere chronicle on the one 
hand and the nefarious "philosophy of history" on the other. 

As thus conceived, a "historical account" would be any account of the past 
in which the events that occupied the historical field \vere properly nan1ed, 
grouped in to species and classes of a distinctively "historical" sort, and 
further related by general conceptions of causation by which changes in their 
relationships could be accounted for. 'rhese operations would presuppose a 
general conception of historical I11eaning, an idea or notion of the nature of 



276 METAHISTORY 

the historical field and its processes; in short, they would imply a "philosophy 
of history." But this "philosophy of history" would be present in a given 
"historiographical" C!ccount of the past only as tldisplaced," sublimated, or 
sublated. It would appear only in the mode of explanation actually used to 
account for '\vhat happened" in the historical field and in the plot structure 
used to transfornl the story actually told in the narrative into a story of a 
particular kind. This displaced "philosophy of history," presupposed in any 
1110derately con1prehensive account of the past or present, 'would be the 
"ideological" element identified by critics of any given "interpretation" of 
the past or present, or of any set of events of special interest to the groups 
engaged in the political arena of any given period. But, since there would be 
no "vay of arbitrating among the different modes of explanation that Inight 
be chosen by a given historian (Organicisn1, Contextualism, Mechanislll, 
Forn1islll) on the one hand or the different modes of emplotment he might 
lise to structure his narrative (R0I11anCe, C0111edy, Tragedy, Satire) on the 
other, the field of historiography would appear to be rich and creative pre
cisely in the degree to which it generated n1any different possible accounts 
of the san1e set of events and many different \vays of figuring their multiple 
llleanings, At the saIne tinle, historiography would derive whatever integrity 
it vvas supposed to have from its resistance to any impulse either to nlove to 
the level of outright conceptualization of the historical field, as the philoso
pher of history "vas inclined to do, or to fall into apprehensions of chaos, as 
the chronicler did. 

Philosophy of history, then, would be a threat to historiography inasmuch 
as the philosopher of history is in1pelled to n1ake explicit the explanatory 
and narrative strategies that renlain in1plicit in the work of the professional 
historiographer. But the philosopher of history represents a greater threat 
also, because philosophy of history is characteristically a product of a desire to 
change the professionally sanctioned strategies by which meaning is conferred 
on history. The virulence of the nineteenth-century professional historian's 
opposition to philosophy of history and the contempt ,,,ith vvhich the 
philosophers of history of the tilne viewed professional historiographers had 
to do in large part \vith the philosophers of history's insistence that profes
sional historiography is just as value laden and just as conceptually 
deternlined as "philosophy of history" itself. The most ada111ant critics of 
academic or professional historiography discerned that history's "discipliniza
tion" consisted for the most part in the exclusion of certain kinds of explana
tory concepts on the one hand and the use of certain modes of emplotment 
On the other. Nietzsche's charges of the "banality" of professional historians 
is really, in the final analysis, a criticism of their phiIistinic conception of 
art, just as Marx's charges of the "servility" of those same historians is, in the 
final analysis, a criticism of their bourgeois conception of science. 

T'hese charges make the achieven1ents of J\lIarx and Nietzsche "radical" 
indictments of acaden1ic historical thinking. For, whereas other philosophers 
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of history~-such as C::0111te and F3uckle-had sought to il11port ideas and 
techniques of representation froin the fields of art and science into history, 
and apply thelTl nlechanically to the san1e data that the professionals had 
presented in their "narratives," Marx and Nietzsche challenged the very 
conceptions of art and science £rol11 which the entire high culture of the 
nineteenth century received its forlll and 011 the basis of which it precon
ceived the FHO blelTl of relating science to art. rrhis suggests that historical 
studies, in becoll1illg professionalized, also becorne a rule-governed activity, 
in lnnch the sanle "\lay that language itself beco111es rule-governed vvhen 
lexicographers and gran1rnarians reflect on the usages of current speech in 
order to explicate the rules of that speech and then define proper usage as 
speech which fo11o\\1s those rules. 'Within the concept of proper usage thus 
enshrined as an orthodoxy, a nU111ber of different stylistic strategies becorne 
possible, all of which ll1ay confarnl 11lore or less to the urules" thus given. 

In the historical thinking of the nineteenth century, the different stylistic 
protocols that were given the status of orthodoxy were represented by 
l\Ilichelet, Ranke, ~rocqueville, and Burckhardt respectively. Each prided 
hirnself on his "realiS111" and on his discovery of the nlost appropriate way 
of characterizing a field of historical happening inside the lirnits set by the 
concept of ttcorrect" usage honored by the historiographically "literate" soci-

i r I' I' ery or lIS tIlne. 
]311t the very diversity of interpretations of the sanlC sct of historical events, 

which this notion of historiography as a kind of natural~langl1age universe 
of discourse pern1ittcd, could not fail to suggest to the 1110St philosophically 
acute observers that the "rules of the ganle" Blight \vell be construed differ
ently, and that a different universe of discourse for the characterization of 
the historical field l11ight "veIl be conceivable. And in Marx and t~ietzsche 
this conceptunliza tion of the nature of historical knoV'/ledge was pushed to 
its logical conclusions. Both sought to change the linguistic rules of'the his
toriographical ganle, Marx on the basis of a critique of the scientific cOlnpo
nent in historical thinking, Nietzsche by a critique of the artistic C0111pO

nent. rfo put the l1latter in lIegelian ternls, then, \vhat Marx and Nietzsche 
tried to do, each in his own way, was to carry out the (Hegelian) injunction 
to transforrn the insights of the different kinds of Reflective history into a 
basis for ~-l genuinely Philosophical history, a history '\vhich not only l?nows 
s0111ething about the historical process but kno\vs how it knows it, and is able 
to defend its way of kno\ving in philosophically justifiable terlllS. 

1'hc principal fornls of philosophy of history that appeared bet\vecn I-Iegel 
and Croce represented efforts to avoid (or to transcend) the Ironic inlplica
tions of a historiography conceived as an exercise in explanation by descrip
tion. T11C two 1110St profound representatives of philosophy of history during 
this period, Karl Marx and l~'riedrich N'ietzsche, both began their reflections 
on historical knowledge in the full recognition of the Ironic inlplications of 
the official professional orthodoxy in historical thinking (as represented by 
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Ranke and his follo\vers) and the acceptable forms of deviationisn1 from the 
orthodox norn1S (as represented by Michelet, Tocqeuville, and Burckhardt). 
Of course, for neither Marx nor Nietzsche was recourse to a Romantic his
toriography possible, any Blore than it was for Ranke, Tocqueville, or 
Burckhardt. Like their counterparts in historiography, J\1arx and Nietzsche 
conceived their "realism" to consist in the effort to rise above the subjectivism 
of the Ronlantic approach to history on the one hand and the naive 
nlechanisnl of its late Enlightenment, rationalistic predecessor on the other. 
In this conception of "realisln" they followed the path marked by Hegel. 

But, like Hegel also, they conceived of historical knowledge as a probleIll 
of consciousness, and not lnerely one of "methodology." Moreover, like him, 
both Marx and Nietzsche insisted on the necessity of turning historical 
knowledge to the needs of the present social and cultural life. Neither of 
them desired a "contemplative" knowledge of the past. Both were aware of 
the debilitating, not to say tragic, effects to which a purely contenlplative 
historiography would contribute. They saw clearly, in a way that Michelet, 
Ranke, Tocqueville, and Burckhardt only glimpsed, that the way one 
thought about the past had serious implications about the way one thought 
about one's own present and future. And they put the problem of historical 
consciousness directly in the center of their philosophies. No two thinkers in 
the nineteenth century, with the exception of Hegel himself, were so obsessed 
\vith the problem of history, or rather with the problenl of the '~problem" of 
history. And the achievenlen ts of both as philosophers can be understood, in 
large part, in terlllS of their quest for the grounds on which the problem of 
the "probleln" of history could be dissolved. 

What they actually achieved, ho\vever, was little more than a theoretical 
justification for the alternative lllodes of historical reflection worked out by 
Michelet, Ranke, Tocqueville, and Burckhardt considered as members of. a 
single tradition of linguistic practice. NIarx spoke in the idionl of Metonymy 
for his analysis of history and his criticisnl of the academic historians and 
the dilettantes \vhom he despised as "ideologists." But his ultimate purpose 
was to show how the divisions and conflicts of history can be sublated in such 
a way that the next stage of hUlnan development can be realistically con
ceived as a field of Synecdochic unities. In short, Marx's purpose was to 
translate Irony into Tragedy and, ultimately, Tragedy into Comedy. 

By contrast, Nietzsche vie\ved both Tragedy and Comedy "Ironically," 
seeing both visions as constructions of human consciousness itself rather 
than as residues of a "realistic" perception of reality. At the same time, he 
asserted the fictional nature of all putative lavvs of history and the subordina
tion of hUl1lan kno\vledge to sonle system of values anterior to then1. By 
unnlasking the mythic nature of both Tragedy and Comedy on the one 
hand and all forms of science on the other, Nietzsche sought to return con
sciousness to its own origins in the human will. He sought to heal this will 
of whatever doubts it entertained about its own capacities, both for conceiv-
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ing reality in life-giving \vays and for acting upon it in its own best interests. 
Thus, although Nietzsche began his discussions of the historical process with 
a prelilninary characterization of it as an essentially Ironic condition~that is 
to say, as utterly chaotic and governed by no rule except the so-called will to 
power~he was ultilnately concerned to enlplot the history of man as a 
I{o111antic Dranla, a dranla of hUl11an self-transcendence and individual 
reden1ption, though the redenlption was not franI an iron-bound "nature" or 
to a terrifying transcendental deity, but fro171 111Cln hin1self, ITIan as he has 
been in history, to Ulan as he nlight be in his self-reconciled condition. Like 
Marx, then, Nietzsche envisioned a liberation froll1 history that was simul
taneously a liberation froln society. But the fOfn1 that this liberation would 
take, in his presentation of it, was not that of a revivified human community; 
it vvas, rather, a purely individual one, possible for the Superlnan but denied 
to the herd, vvhich he once Blore consigned to both nature and history. 

Marx and N'ietzsche asked how it was possible to conceive the birth of 
a healthy historical life out of a condition of suffering and conflict. Both were 
SUpre111C optin1ists, in a way that none of their counterparts in historiography 
was. Ranke's optinlisI11 was not defended on theoretical grounds by which 
the possible transforlnation of private vice into public benefits could be 
accounted for. Michelet's optinlis111 was not defended at all; it sin1ply 
represented a 1110od, a neeel which he profoundly felt and which dictated 
everything he attenlpted in the way of historical justification. There were no 
grounds for optin1isrn in either Tocqueville or Burckhardt. Marx and I~iet= 
zsche criticized the optinlislll both of the B~onlantics and of the self-styled 
realists of the acadclny, as well as the pessin1isrn of their dilettantish counter
parts. They sought to return historical thought to the consideration of the 
categories by which it alone can lay clairn to the status of either a science (in 
Nlarx) or an art (in Nietzsche). The rebellion of Marx against Hegel (\vhich 
was prin1arily a revision rather than a revolution) and that of I~ietzsche 
against Schopenha uer (which also was lTIOre in the nature of a revision 
rather than a repudiation) had sin1ilar goals" Both sought synthetic thought 
about the historical field and its processes, what lnight be called the construc
tion of a granl111ar and a syntax of historical analysis by which the 4'rneaning" 
of history could be given a clear scientific fornlulation on the one hand or 
a clear artistic representation on the other. 

In the thought of Marx the problem of history turned upon the problenl 
of the 1110de of explanation to be used in characterizing its structures and 
processes. 'l'his conforlTled with his conception of history as a science. In the 
thought of Nietzsche, by contrast, the problenl turned on the mode of 
el11plot111ent to be chosen for the creative explication of a phenolllenal field 
that appeared not to be governed by any law whatsoever. Each recognized 
that the choice between the different n10des of explanation and en1plotment 
open to the historical thinker Blust be governed by appeal to son1e extrahis
torical principle or rule. For neither of them was there anything like a value= 
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free ground on which the choice between the different strategies of explana
tion and emplotment could be objectively justified. As a result of all this the 
question of what is lneant by "objectivity" was raised. 

The contributions of J\!larx and ~~ietzsche to the Hcrisis of historicism" of 
the late nineteenth century, then, consisted in their historicization of the 
very concept of objectivity itself. For them, historical thought was not the 
result of a criterion of objectivity that one could simply ~tapply" to the data 
of the historical field. It \vas the nature of objectivity itself which they brought 
under question. 



Chapter 8 

~ I ntrodHction 

MARX: THE PHILOSOPHICAL DEFENSE 

OF HISTORY lr~ THE METO~JYMICAL 

MODE 

J\!!arx apprehended the historical field in the Metonyu1ical mode. His cate
gories of prefiguration vvere the categories of schisI11, division, and alienation. 
1-'he historical process, therefore, appeared to hinl as that "panoranla of sin 
and suffering':; which Tocqueville and Burckhardt asserted to be history's true 
ll1eaning once their analyses of it were corn/Jlete. Marx began where they 
ended. T'heir Irony was his point of departure. His purpose was to deter
llline the extent to which one can realistically hope for the ultin1ate integra
tion of the forces and objects that occupy the historical field. Marx regarded 
the kinds of integra tive trends which Michelet and Ranke purportedly found 
in the historical process as illusory, false integrations or only partial ones, the 
benefits of \\lhich were shared by only a fragn1ent of the whole hUll1an 
species. And he was interested in deterlnining whether this fragn1entation of 
hU111anity Blust be considered the ineluctable condition of the hUlnan aninlal. 

IIegel's Conlie conception of history was based ultilnately on his belief in 
the right of life over death; "life" guaranteed to Hegel the possibility of an 
ever Blore adequate forln of social life throughout the historical future. Marx 
carried this Con1ic conception even further; he envisioned nothing less than 
the dissolution of that "society" in which the contradiction between con-
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scial1sness and being had to be entertained as a fatality for all men in all 
tinles. It \vould not, then, be unjust to characterize the final vision of history 
which inspired Marx in his historical and social theorizing as a ROlnantic one. 
But his conception did not envisage hUlnanity's redemption as a deliverance 
fronl tinle itself. Rather, his redemption took the form of a reconciliation of 
man vvith a nature denuded of its fantastic and terrifying powers, submitted 
to the rule of technics, and turned to the creation of a genuine community, 
to the end of creating individuals who are free because they no longer have 
to struggle with one another for their own selfhood, but only with thenl
selves. As thus conceived, Marx's idea of history represented a perfect 
Synecdoche: the parts lnerged into a whole vvhich is qualitatively superior 
to any of the entities that cOlllprise it. 

In Marx's thought the problem which had been raised by Vico, worried 
by Rousseau, skirted by Burke, and forlnulated as a major philosophical 
problcIl1 by Hegel-that is, the "probleul of society," or the "problelllatical 
na ture of social existence" -was moved to the center of historical investiga
tion. For Marx, society \vas no longer either the sole protective barrier between 
a beleaguered hunlanity and a chaotic nature (as it was for Burke) or the 
obstructive barrier between individual men and their true "inner natures" (as 
it was for Rousseau and the Romantics). For l\1arx, as for Hegel, society was 
both these things~that is, the instrument of man's liberation from nature 
and the cause of I1len'S estrangelnent from one another. Society both unified 
and divided, liberated and oppressed, at one and the same time. The pur
pose of historical investigation, as Marx conceived it, was, first to show how 
society functions in this twofold lllanner in the life of man and, then, to 
denl0nstrate hovv the paradox represented by this condition lnust be resolved 
in tilne. 

~ The Problern of Marxian Scholarship 

It is conventional today to study Marx's vvritings in order to determine (1) 
the continuity or discontinuity between his early work, represented above all 
by the Econonl.ic and Philosophical IVlanuscripts (1844) and such tracts as 
The Gernlan Ideology (1845), and the mature work, represented by the 
Communist Manifesto, the Contribution to a Critique of Political Economy, 
The Eighteenth Brunlaire of Louis Bonaparte, and Capital; (2) the extent 
to which Marx's tllOUght may be characterized as uhumanistic" OI, con
versely, "totalitarian" in its social implications; and (3) the degree to which 
Marx's theories, taken as a vvhole and however interpreted, qualify as a 
positive contribution to the social sciences. A nUlllber of modern critics 
have Inade an industry out of reflection on problems such as these, and we 
must be grateful to thenl for their clarification of Nlarx's relationship to the 
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principal figures in the thought world in which, and against which, his 
mature systelll took shape. 

Central to the concerns of these critics are sllch issnes as the consistency 
of Marx's work as a philosopher, the relevance of his thought to the analysis 
of contenlporary social problelTIS, and the validity of his vision of the course 
that history ll1Ust take in the future. To contenlporary Marxist ideologists, as 
well as to their opponents, it is inlperative to determine whether MarxisIll 
is or is not the scientific SystC111 of social analysis that it clainls to be, 
whether the Marxist analysis of social crises is applicable to contemporary 
crises, and whether Marxist econolllic theory represents the best possible 
way of explaining the systems of exchange developed in the wake of modern 
industrial capitalisTI1. 

My own approach to the study of Marx's thought ITIOVeS many of these 
questions to the periphery of discussion. My ainl is to specify the d0I11inant 
style of Marx's thought about the structures and processes of history-in-gen
eral. I aIll interested in Marx priI11arily as a representative of a specific 
modality of historical consciousness, a representative who lllust be regarded 
as neither nlore nor less "true" than the best representatives of other lllodali
ties with \vhich it contended for hegemony in the consciousness of nine
teenth-century E:uropean ll1an. In nly view, "history," as a plentun of clocu
lllents that attest to the occurrence of events, can be put together in a 
lllllnber of different and equally plausible narrative accounts of "what 
happened in the past," accounts froIn which the reader, or the historian 
hinlself, I11ay draw different conclusions about "what nlust be done" in the 
present. With the Marxist philosophy of history, one can do neither more 
nor less than what one can do with other philosophies of history, such as 
those of Hegel, Nietzsche, and Croce, even though one Illay be inclined to 
do different kinds of things on the basis of a belief in one philosophy's 
truth. 

1'hat is to say, one can either adopt Marx's philosophy of history as pro
viding the perspective from vvhich one wills to view one's own place in the 
strean1 of historical becoming or one can reject it on similarly voluntaristic 
grounds. W" e apprehend the past and the whole spectacle of history-in
general in terms of felt needs and aspirations that are ultimately personal, 
having to do with the V\rays we view our own positions in the ongoing social 
establishn1ent, our hopes and fears for the future, and the image of the kind 
of hunlanity we would like to believe we represent. As these felt needs and 
aspirations change, we adjust our conception of history-in-general accord
ingly. It is not with history as it is with nature. We have no choice with 
respect to the principles of knowledge we ITIUst adopt for effecting trans
fOflnations in, or for exercising control over, the physical world. We either 
employ scientific principles of analysis and understanding of the operations 
of nature or we fail in our efforts to control nature. 

It is different with history. There are different possible ways of compre-
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bending historical phenolllena because there are different, and equally plausi
ble, ways of organizing the social world which we create and which provides 
one of the bases of our experience of history itself. As Lucien Goldmann 
pointed out, it is in the interest of every modern class, and indeed of every 
individual, to promote the growth of objective physical sciences, for it is in 
the interest of all classes of contemporary society to extend man's control 
over the "nature" that lies before him as the resources out of which a 
Usociety" is to be constructed. But, as social beings, we have different stakes 
in the different kinds of society we can inlagine to be potentially realizable 
as a result of our scientific exploitation of nature. This llleans that the kind 
of social science we will be inclined to pronl0te will be characterized by 
certain crucial limitations on what we can envisage as that science's capaci
ties for proll1oting or frustrating the growth of a particular kind of society. 

Thus, there are bound to be alternative and even radically incompatible 
ways of conceiving the fornl that an adequate social science 11lUSt take. 
AITlong these ,vays vve recognize the legitimacy of a specifically Radical con
ception of social analysis, of which Marx was undoubtedly the outstanding 
nineteenth-century exponent, but alongside this we 11lust set Anarchist, 
Liberal, and Conservative varieties. Each of these notions of social analysis is 
attended by, or generates, a specific conception of the historical process and 
of its 1110St significant structures, to which a given individual may be drawn 
by epistenlo1ogical, aesthetic, or ethical considerations. It is fruitless, then, in 
nly vie\v at least, to try to arbitrate among contending conceptions of the 
nature of the historical process 011 cognitive grounds vvhich purport to be 
value-neutral in essence, as both Marxist and non-Marxist social theorists 
attenlpt to do. Tlle best reasons for being a Marxist are moral ones, just as 
the best reasons for being a Liberal, Conservative, or Anarchist are ll10ral 
ones. rIlle Marxist vie"v of history is neither confirrnable nor disconfirrnable 
by appeal to 4'historical evidence," for what is at issue between a Marxist 
and a non-Marxist view of history is the question of precisely what counts as 
evidence and what does not, ho\v data are to be constituted as evidence, 
and \vhat implications for the cOll1prehension of the present social reality 
are to be drawn froll1 the evidence thus constituted. 

Nlarx vvrote history neither for purposes of social mediation (it la Tocql1e~ 
ville) nor for purposes of social acconlmodation (a la Ranke). He vvas a 
prophet of social innovation, and he conceived historical consciousness as an 
instrunlent of hl1111an liberation in a way that no other nineteeth-century 
thinker of similar stature ever tried to do. When he wrote in his "Theses on 
Feuerbach" that "the philosophers have only interpreted the world in differ
ent \vays; the point, however, is to change it" (69), he meant to imply not 
that Inen should not try to understand the world but that the sale test of 
their understanding of it was their capacity to change it. Th-lls.he laid siege 
to every plan for creating a merely contemplative historiography such as that 
which, under Ranke's nan1e, had been established as orthodoxy in the 
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acadenlies all over Europe. Science for Marx was transforn1ing kno\vledge, the 
transfornling of nature in the physical sphere, the transforming of human 
consciousness and praxis in the social sphere. And he envisaged his theory 
of history as a 111eans of liberating Blen fronl the infinite series of infini tesinlal 
approxinlations to a genuine hUlllal1ity, conceived to extend indefinitely into 
the future by thinkers like I-Iegel and 1'ocql1eville, so that they Blight finally 
realize their hurnanity fully. For Marx, history pro/Jerly con1prehendecl not 
only provided an inlage of Ulan COlne into his kingdonl 011 earth; it was also 
one of the instrUl1lents by which that kingdolll was finally to be won. 

\Vi thin the con text of considerations such as these I will consider the 
problelll of the continuity between Marx's early and late works. It is 111Y 

contention that, as far as Marx's general theory of history is concerned, this 
is a pseudo problenl. It I11ay be interesting to speculate on the effects that 
contenlporary events and Marx's encounter with specific thinkers during the 
1840S had on the constitution of his systenl as represented by The Eighteenth 
Br11111aire or CC1lJital. But these are hagiographical, not theoretical, concerns. 
I t is Illy con ten tion that, considered as a represen ta tive of a distinctive style 
of historical philosophizing, Marx's thought displays a consistent recourse to a 
set of tropological structures that give his thought its unique attributes, from 
'The Gernlan Ideology (1845) through Capital (1867). 

~.~ The Essence of lVlarx's Thought about I~Iistory 

The essence of J\lJarx's thought about history, its structures and processes, con~ 
sists less in an attenlpt to cOlnbine \vhat he thought was valid in the thought 
of Hegel, Feuerbach, the British Political ECOnOl1lists, and the Utopian 
Socialists than in his effort to synthesize the tropological strategies of Meton
onlY and Synecdoche in a C0111prehensivc il1lagc of the historical world. This 
vvay of characterizing Marx's \vork ptTI11its 111e to specify the relationship that 
exists in his thought between the NIechanistic-Materialistic elerrlents on the 
one hand and the Organicist-Idealistic elelnents OIl the other, the Positivis111 
he is supposed to have derived fron1 his study of the British Political Econo
ll1ists, and the dialectical luethod he is supposed to have borrowed frOll1 
Hege1. It also perrnits rne to distinguish betvveen the tactics rviarx used for 
criticizing opponents and those he used for setting forth the truths of his
tory which he purported to find in the historical record. 

Nlarx's thought TIloved between MetonYl11ical apprehensions of the severed 
condition of Inankilld in its social state and Synecdochic intirnatiol1s of the 

.I 

unity he spied at the end of the ,,,,hole historical process. I-Io,v can ll1an be 
both ilIl111ediately detcflnined and potentially free; how can he be both 
severed and fraglnented in his becollling, yet vvhole and one in his being? 
'rhese are the qnestions that concerned Marx. He needed two kinds of lan-
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guage to characterize these different states or conditions. And he effectively 
divided the historical record into two orders of phenomena, horizontally, as it 
"vere, one order of which was related integrally by Metonymical, the other 
of which was related by Synecdochic, strategies of characterization. Marx's 
problenl, then, was to relate the t\VO orders thus distinguished. 

He related thenl, in fact, Metonynlically, in a cause-effect relationship; 
and this is the n1ark as well as the Ineasure of Marx's ultimately Materialistic 
conception of history. When l\r1arx said that his conception of history was 
"dialectical-materialistic," vvhat he n1eant was that he conceived the processes 
of the Base of society lnechanistically and the processes of the Superstructure 
Organicistically. This combination alone permitted hiIll to believe that, over 
the long run, a structure of hunlan relationships that is essentially extrinsic 
and mechanical in nature can eventuate in a qualitatively different structure, 
intrinsic and organislllic in the "vay it relates parts to wholes. 

Nlarx thus emplotted the historical process on two levels, that of the Base 
and that of the Superstructure. On the level of the Base, there is nothing but 
a succession of distinctive Dleans of production and of the modes of their 
relationships, a succession that is governed by strict causal laws similar to 
those that obtain in nature. On the level of the Superstructure, however, there 
is a genuine progresslls, an evolution of modalities of relating Illan to lllan. 
On the level of the Base, \vhere the n10des of production take shape, there is 
a progressus, to be sure-that of Ulan's every more certain understanding of, 
and control over, the physical "vorld and its processes. On the Superstructural 
level, by contrast, the progressus consists of a deepening of human conscious
ness' perception of 111an's alienation from hinlself and fron1 his fellow lnan 
and a corresponding development of the social conditions within which that 
aliena tion can be transcended. 

l-T

hus, as ~/larx conceived it, the history of mankind in general represents 
a t",vofold evolution: an ascent, insofar as lllan gains ever greater control 
over nature and its resources through the development of science and tech
nology; and a descent, insofar as nlan grows ever more alienated froill him
self and froTIl his fellovv n1an. 1'his twofold nlovement pernlitted Marx to 
believe that the whole of history vvas heading toward a decisive crisis, a con
flict in vvhich B1an \vould either COBle into his kingdolll on earth or destroy 
hinlself-and the nature that he both arose from and opposed in the strug
gle for his ovvn hlunanity. 

This means that Nlarx's philosophy of history conlprises both a synchronic 
analysis of a basic structure of relationships which remains constant through
out history and a diachronic analysis of the significant Dl0vement by which 
this structure is transcended and a new nlodality of relating man to man is 
constituted. And this inlplies that, for Marx, history had to be emplotted in 
two \vays simultaneously: in the n10de of Tragedy and in the 1110de of 
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Comedy. FIOf, although man lives Tragically, inasmuch as his attempts to con
struct a viable hU111an C0111nlunity are continually frustrated by the laws that 
govern history while he reInains in the social state, he also lives Comically, 
insofar as this interaction between Iuan and society progressively moves man 
toward a condition in which society itself \vill be dissolved and a genuine 
COlll111Unity, a C0I11nlunistic I110de of existence, will be constituted as his true 
historic destiny. 

~~ The Basic Model of Analysis 

~rhc 1110del of the analytical strategy that Marx used for cOTIlprehending an 
historical phen0l11ena received one of its clearest fornlulations in Chapter I 
of Capit(JZ,where he set forth the labor theory of value in order to carn a dis
tinction betvveen the itcontent" and the 'tfornl" of value of all C0111ITIodities 
produced by lllan. 1-lhis chapter, entitled "Colnnlodities," is divided into four 
parts, the first two of which have to do with the content of the value of 
c0111nlociitics, and the second two of which have to do with the forn18 that 
value aSSUIl1es in different syste111S of exchange. 

C0111111oc1ities, J\!larx said, are the uelenlentary units" of the "wealth of 
societies in ~\rvhich the capitalist TIlcthod of production prevails" (Capital, 
Paul eel., 3). And he went on to distinguish, all the basis of the labor theory 
of value, between the use value of a C01111110dity and its exchange value, in 
terlTIS of the distinction betvveen the content and the phenol11enal for111 of 
any C01111110dity offered for exchange in any econolnic systenl, whether 
prinlitive or advanced. l'he use value of a C0111111odity, Marx argued, is pro
vided by the 'iabstract hllll1an labor that has been ernbodied or 111aterialized 
in it." Man can Ineasure this value, lVlarx asserted, in ternlS of "the quantity 
of the cvaluc-creating' substance it contains~the quantity of labor." (7) 
This Illeans that, "as values, comnlodities are nothing but particular Dlasses 
of congealed Ia hoI' tinle" (8). 

Marx pointed out, hovvever, that the exchange value of a C0111I110dity is not 
the saIne as the value assigned to it in a given syste1Tl of exchange. In any 
actual systelTI of exchange, COlTInlodities will have values that appear to bear 
no relation to the anl01111ts of labor required for their production. Men 
exchange COlllll1odities lvithin systen1S that endow thenl vvith an exchange 
value different frorn that by \vhich their use values might be accurately deter~ 
mined. T11is n1eans that the for1n8 of the values that COlllIl1odities represent 
in a given SYStCI11 of exchange are different frcHn their actual lISC values, or 
value contents. Conl111odities have different values for purposes of exchange 
than they have for purposes of use. And the problenl, as ~larx saw it, is to 
account for this differential between the forn1 (the exchange value) and the 
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content (the use value) of commodities. If we can account for the differen
tial, we can provide a method of distinguishing between the changing phe
nonlenal forllls of value on the one hand and the changeless value content of 
conlnlodities on the other. IVlarx's notion was that, while the use value of a 
commodity is constant, given by the an10unt of socially necessary labor 
required for its production, the exchange value is variable and changing, given 
by the actual relationships that obtain vvithin different historical situations, or 
systems of exchange, at different times and in different places. 

What interests me here is Marx's analysis of the different for1ns that the 
phenomenal aspect of the value of a comnlodity assumes and the relation
ship bet\veen these forms and the actual, or real, value of any commodity 
which, by his lights, remains constanf throughout whatever changes the 
phenomenal form undergoes. For these two kinds of relationships, betw'een 
the forms of value on the one hand and between the forms and the constant 
content of value on the other, are precisely analogous to the relationships he 
took to exist between the pheno111enal forms of historical (social) being on 
the one hand and its constant (hulnan) content on the other. 

In the first place, Marx insisted that, although the actual value of any corn
lllodity is fixed by the a1110unt of socially necessary labor expended in its 
production, the phenomenal form of the value of any conlffiodity, its 
exchange value, varies and nlay assume anyone of four forms: the Ele-
111entary (Isolated, or Accidental) fornl of value, the Total (or Extended) 
form, the Generalized form, and the Money form (Geldform). In the first 
form, the value of a commodity is equated with the value presunled to exist 
in S0111e other conl111odity. In the second, the value of a commodity is, as 
~1arx put it, t'expressed in terms of nUlnberless other elements in the world 
of comnl0dities" (34), such that the value of a comnl0dity can be expressed 
in an {'in,terminable series" of different conllllodities. III the third form, the 
value of all c0I11modities 111ay be expressed in terms of one commodity in 
the series, as \vhen a coat, specific anl0unts of tea, coffee, wheat, gold, iron, 
and so 011, are considered to be "worth" a certain amount of some other com
n]odity, such as linen, so that the COlnnlon value of all, the amount of labor 
necessary for their production, can be equated in ternlS of only on<? other 
comlnodity. And, in the fourth fornl, value CaInes into being vvhen the 
specific cOln111odity, gold, is hit upon as the standard by which the presunled 
value of every other COlll1110dity can be set and specified. 

In ]\1arx's vie\v, this fourth forn1 of value, the lVloney form, represents the 
point of departure from vvhich all analyses of the actual value of cOlllnlodi
ties lllUSt set forth. 'rhe Mont:y forn1 of value is the "nlystery" to be solved in 
econolnic analysis, an1ystery vvhich consists of the fact that Inen, vvho by 
their labor create the value that inheres in cornn1odities as use value, insist on 
interpreting the value of C01111110dities in ternlS of their exchange value, and 
specifically in tern1S of their exchange value in gold. As Marx put it: 



Man's thought about the £ornls of social life, his scientific analysis of these fon11s, 
runs counter to the actual course of social evolution. He begins by an examination 
of the finished product, the extant result of the evolutionary process. The charac·· 
ters vvhich stamp labor products as conlmoditics, the characters which they Blust 
possess before they can circulate as cornnloc1ities, have already acquired the fixity 
of natural forrns of social life, when economists begin to study, not indeed their 
history ... 'J but their lneaning. Tlhus, it was only the analysis of prices of COIll-

1110dities which led to the deternlination of the Dlagnitude of values, it was only 
the corrInlon expression of all C0I11ll1odities in l110ney which led to their being 
recognized as "values." Ijut this finished fonn of the world of C0l11nlodities, this 
Iuoney fonn, is the very thing \vhich veils instead of disclosing the social character 
of private and individual labor, and therewith hides the social relations betvvcen 
the individual producers. Vvhen I say that coats or boots or what not are related 
to linen as the general CITlbodin1ent of abstract hUlnan labor, the staternent seerns 
rnanifcstIy absurd. Yet when the producers of coats, boots, etc., bring these conl~ 
11lodities into relation ·with linen as the general equivalent (or with gold or silver 
as the general equivalent, for the nature of the case is the sanle), it is precisely in 
this absurd fatrn rVertiickten Jl'orln] that the relation between their own private 
labor and the collective labor of society discloses itself to theIl1. [49 (Gernlan ed., 
89-90); italics added] 

I t should be noted that Ivlarx characterized the ~Money forin of value as 
"absurd." It is absurd because ll1cn, in the bonrgeois \vorld at least;; insist 
upon characterizing the value of the corol110dities they produce and excllangc 
in tenllS of their exchange value for gold~ the least useful of an the ll1etals in 
Marx~s view. rrhe '\vhole burden of Nlarx's analysis of both the content and the 
fOflTl of value of COH11110dities was to reveal the absurdity of this i111pulse to 
equate the value of a C0l111110dity with its gold equivalent. This is what :rvlarx 
111cant when he characterized bourgeois society as having been founded upon 
the "IIlystery" of the fetishislIl of COITlll10dities. In bourgeois society, ITlen 

insist npon obscuring the extent to which the value of COlll111odities resid,es in 
the C11110unt of socially necessary labor expended in their production, and in 
equating that value with its exchange value for gold. '[he constitution of a 
socially useless cornmodity, such as gold, as the criterion for deterInining the 
value of C0I111Tlodities produced by hunlan labor, is, according to :NIarx, evi
dence of the ll1adness of the kind of society that is organized along bourgeois 
lines, in response to the ilnperatives of the capitalist mode of production. 

In M'arx's view, conl1110dities exist in reality as a set of individual entities, 
the actual value of which is deter111inable by the specific anlollnts of socially 
necessary labor expended in their production. But they exist in the C011·

sciol1sness of rnen only insofar as they have an exchange value for other 
COTI11110dities, and specifically for the C0111IDOdity of gold. flow can this 
strange fact be accounted for? 

In Chapter I, Part 3, of Capital, Marx dilated on the form of value~,~that is 
to say, the exchange value of C0I11111odities-in order to explain the develop-
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lnent of the Money form of value on the one hand and to prepare his readers 
for his solution of the U n1ystery of the fetishistic character of commodities" 
on the other. As he put it in the introduction to this section of his \vork: 

We have to discover the origin of the money form; to trace the development of 
the expression of value contained in the value ratio of commodities to follow up 
from its simplest and Illost inconspicuous configuration to the glaringly obvious 
money form. Then the enigma of money will cease to be an enigma. [17 (62)] 

He then proceeded to distinguish among the four forms of value: the Ele
mentary (or Accidental) form, the Total (or Extended) form, the Gen
eralized form, and the Money form. 

What interests me in Marx's analysis is the strategy he used to derive the 
alleged fact of the fetishism of gold from the fact of an ordinary, and 
natural, equation of relative use values in the original form of exchange. 
For this strategy can serve as a Illodel of lVlarx's method of analyzing the 
transforn1ations that occur on the phenomenal level of all processes of devel
opnlent which are specifically social and historical (rather than natural). 

The strategy n1ay be thought of as dialectical in essence, in the Hegelian 
sense of that ternl; and the fOllr fornls of value may be thought of, if one 
wishes, as value in itself, value for itself, value in and for itself, and value 
by, in, and for itself. But it is obvious-as Michel Foucault has observed
that Marx's dialectical analysis of the phenolnenal form of value represents 
little more than an extended exegesis of the word "value" (Foucault, 298), 
and that vvhat Marx carried out was a tropological analysis of the way the 
concept '4value" is apprehended by men in different stages of their social 
evolution. 

For example, Marx's model of the Elenlentary (or Accidental) form of 
value is that of an equation construed as a Metaphorical relationship between 
any two commodities. He said: 

We write x commodity A == Y conlmodity B; or we say that x commodity A "are 
worth" y conlmodity B. In the concrete, we write, 20 yards of linen == 1 coat; or 
we say that 20 yards of linen "are worth" one coat. [Capital, Paul ed., 18] 

But this kind of equation is not the simple statement of an arithmetical 
equivalent. A deeper, more profound relationship lies hidden vvithin its 
apparently arithmetical forn1. Marx argued that "the whole mystery of the 
form of value lies hidden in this elementary fornl" (ibid.). For, as he said, 
in the statement of the equivalency of A and B: 

A and B, two different kinds of comrnodity (linen and coat in our concrete in
stance), obviously play different parts. The linen expresses the value of the coat; 
the coat serves as the means for the expression of this value. The former com
modity plays an active role; the latter, a passive one. The value of the former 
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commodity is presented as relative or conlparative, or appears in a relative fornl. 
The latter COlllffiodity functions as an equivalent or appears in an equivalent form. 
[Ibid.; italics added] 

In short, the copula \vhich links A and B in a relationship of apparent 
equivalency is transitive, active, and Blare specifically, anaclastically appro
priative. 

In the expression "A -=-- B," the value of the C01111110dity signified by A is 
('presented as relative or comparative," while that of the comn1odity signified 
by B is "equivalent." l-'he copula establishes a I\tletaphorical relationship 
between the things c01l1pared. It expresses at one and the saIne time a differ
ence and a sill1i1arity, or a "relative value forn1" and an "equivalent form," 
which, in Marx's words, "are reciprocally dependent factors, mutually deter
lllining one another, and inseparable: but at the sanle time they are mutu
ally exclusive or contrasted extrelnes, polar opposites of the san1e expression 
of value." (Jbid.). As Marx concluded: 

Whether a COlTIlllodity is in the relative value form, or in the opposed equivalent 
form, depends solely upon what happens to be its position in the expression of 
value--upon whether it is the cOlnnlodtiy whose value is expressed,. or the COlll

modity in ternlS of which the value of SOBle other cOlnmodity is expressed. [Ibid.; 
italics added] 

In short, in the language of valuation, whether a comnl0dity is endowed 
with relative or equivalent value depends upon its placenlent on one or the 
other side of a Metaphorical expression. The Metaphor that resides at the 
heart of any expression assigns a value to a comnlodity in ternlS of some 
other cOlunlodity, which is the key to the "whole lllystery of the form of 
value" itself. 'The Metaphor provides the key to the understanding of how 
purely nlaterial or quantitative entities conle to be endowed with spiritual or 
qualitative attributes. And the understanding of Metaphor provided Marx 
with the 111ethod by which the false spirituality of all commodities, and espe
cially of gold, is disclosed. 

That the different forms of value (as against the true content of the value 
of any given comrnodity, the amount of socially necessary labor expended in 
its production) are products of modes of consciousness is evident fronl what 
JVlarx said in his analysis of the Relative value form. If we wish to discover 
how the elementary expression of the value of a C0111ll10dity "lies hidden in 
the value ratio between the two commodities," Marx said, we nlust "begin 
by contenlplating the ratio independently of its quantitative aspect." He 
criticized those who "take the opposite course, seeing in a value ratio nothing 
more than the proportion in which specified quantities of t\VO different 
kinds of conlmodities can be equated." In Marx's view, such an analysis 
obscures the fact that "Inagnitudes of different things cannot be qualitatively 
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compared until they have been expressed in terms of the saIne unit." (19; 
italics added) In Metaphorical expressions this presupposed salne unit is hid
den, and attention is directed solely to the external attributes of the objects 
compared in the equation. But what is this hidden same unit? 

We may put the matter thus. As values, commodities are mere jellies [Gallerten] 
of human labor, and for this reason our analysis reduces them to value in the 
abstract, but does not give them any value form differing from their bodily form. 
It is otherwise \vhen we are concerned with the value relation between one com
modity and another. Then the character of the value of the former commodity 
is disclosed in virtue of its relation to the latter. [20 (65)] 

Comnlodity A and commodity B are, in reality, ~larx argued, "con
creted" fOflllS of a "jelly of human labor," which is the hidden content of 
every human product. When a coat is equated with a commodity of linen, in 
an expression of a value form, "the tailoring is in actual fact reduced to that 
which is identical in the two kinds of labor" required for the production of 
both con1n1odities-that is to say, "is reduced to their common quality as 
hUlnan labor." In this "roundabout way," Marx was, in fact, "saying that 
weaving, insofar as it \veaves value, cannot be differentiated fronl tailoring, 
for it is abstract human labor." This abstract hUll1an labor is expressed in 
the assertion of an equivalency between any two given commodities. And 
this assertion reduces "the different kinds of labor embodied in the different 
cOlnrnodities to that which is COlnn10n to them all, to human labor in the 
abstract." (20-21) 

By linguistic means, then, men obliquely pay tribute to their own labors as 
that \vhich gives value to an cOlnn1odities. Hence, to grasp the nature of 
linguistic reduction is to grasp the nature of what ]VIarx called "the language 
of comn1odities" (dei \Varensprache) (22[66J), and therewith to under
stand the phenonlenal forITIs that value assumes in different systems of 
exchange. This language of conlmodities is a language of extrinsic relation
ships, Inasking \vhat is in reality an intrinsic relationship (the conlmon 
elenlent of labor inherent in all comn1odities) between any two commodities 
that nlight be compared with each other as a basis for any act of exchange. 

TI1US, Marx vvrote: 

In the production of the coat, hUlnan labor has been expended in the form of 
tailoring. Human labor has, therefore, been stored up in it. In this aspect the coat 
is a 'ldepository of value," although its quality as such a depository remains hidden 
even though it be worn threadbare. Tightly buttoned up though the coat may be, 
the linen looks within and recognizes in the coat the beautiful soul of value akin 
to linen's own. But the coat cannot express value in relation to the linen, unless, 
from the outlook of the linen, this value assumes the form of a coat. In like Inan
ner:- A cannot assume the aspect of a king's majesty for B unless, in B's eyes, the 
idea of "majesty" becoll1es associated \vith the bodily form of A-this meaning 
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that "majesty" will have to change features, hair, and other bodily characteristics, 
when a ilew king ascends the throne. . .. As a use-value, the linen is sornething 
which to our senses is obviously different fron1 the coat; as a value it is the equiva
lent of the coat, and therefore looks like a coat. In this way it acquires a value fonn 
different froin its bodily form. The essence of its value is 111anifest in its likeness 
to the coat, just as the sheep nature of the Christian is luanifest in his resen1blance 
to the Lamb of God. [Ibid.] 

'[he fancifulness of Marx's language in these passages should not be dis-
111issed as irrelevant to the aiDl of his analysis of the fornls of value. This 
fancifulness is necessary for conveying his conception of the way conscious
ness functions to cndovV things, processes, and events with (false) Ineaning. 
'l'he world of things, in Marx's view, is a world of isolated individualities, 
particulars which appear to bear no essential relationship to one another. 
rrhe value actually ascribed to a given COII1111odity as a basis for an act of 
exchange is a product of consciousness. Marx suggested that TIlen give l1zean

ings to things, just as, by their labor, they create C0l11111odities and endow 
thenl with value. In fact, in a footnote Marx said that, 

after a fashion, it is with the hurnan being as with the cOlnnl0dity. Since the 
hUlllan being does not CaIne into the world bringing a nlirror with hin1, nor yet 
as a Fichtcan philosopher able to say "I an1 I11yself," he first recognizes hinlself as 
reflected in other n1en. The 111an Peter grasps his relation to hinlself as a hUl11an 
being through becol11ing a\rvare of his relation to the 11lan Paul as a being of like 
kind with hilllself. Thereupon Paul, \vith flesh and bone, with all his Pauline 
corporeality, becoDles for Peter the pheno111enal for111 of the hU111an kind. [23, 
11. 1] 

rI'he reZationshifJs between things interested Marx, those relationships by 
which things are capable of taking on a phenomenal aspect different froin 
\vhat they are "in thelTIselves." Men enjoy no specific "hU111anity" except in 
their relationships to one another. So, too, a clue to the understanding of 
the value of c0111moc1ities is found in the placernent of any given comIllodity 
in a IVletaphorical relationship to S0111e other C01111110dity in the Ininds of 
I11en. As Marx said: 

We see that everything \Xlhich our analysis of the value of COlll1110dities has told llS, 
is disclosed by the linen itself as soon as it COl1leS into relation \vith another COlTI

rnodity. It conveys its thoughts in the only language it knows~the language of 
COr111lloditics. In order to tell us that its o\vn value is created by labor in the 
abstract fonn of hurnan labor? it says that the coat, so far as equivalent to itself, is 
likewise value7 consisting of the senne labor as linen. In order to tell us that its 
sublinlutcd reality as value differs fronl its buckrarl1 body, it says that value looks 

.I .. 

lil<.e (l coat, and that consequently, so far as linen is a value, it and the coat are as 
like as two peas. I,et nle say in passing that the lauguage of C01111llodities has Inany 
other lllorc or less correct dialects over and above Ilebrew. Tlle C:crn1an ~&werth= 
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sein," for instance, expresses (though less forcibly than the Romance verb 
"valere," "valer," "valoir") the fact that the equating of commodity B to com
modity A is A's own way of expressing its value. "Paris vaut bien une messe." 
[22~2 3] 

By means, then, of the ('value ratio" expressed in the Metaphorical expres
sion "A == B," the "bodily forn1 of COlTIlllodity B thus becomes the value 
forIll of conl111odity A, or the body of commodity B acts as a mirror to the 
value of commodity A." And, inasmuch as "commodity A becomes related 
to comnlodity B as the embodiment of value, as 111aterialized human labor, 
it makes the use-value B serve as material for the expression of its own value. 
The value of comnlodity A, as thus expressed in the use--,value of comn1odity 
B, has taken the form of relative value." (23) 

I have stressed Marx's distinction between the uform" and the ,tcontent" 
of the value contained in any given conl1llodity because it is precisely 
analogous to the distinction he \vanted to establish in his philosophy of his
tory betvveen the "phenornena" of the historical process and their inner, or 
hidden, "lueaning." The phenomenal fornl of history is the succession of 
different kinds of society testified to by the historical record in its unanalyzed 
forIn. The £orn1s of society change in the same way that the forms of value 
do, but their ll1eaning, the significance of these changes, remains as constant 
as does the "jelly" of labor which endovvs all commodities with their true, or 
essential, value. This nleans that the forn1s of society produced by the his
torical process are to the forms of value as the n10des of production which 
deternline those forms of society are to the value content of commodities. 
The forms of historical existence are given in the Superstructure; the content 
of historical existence is given in the Base (the modes of production). And 
the forms of historical existence, the fundamental forms of society, are the 
SaI11e in number as the forms of value. 

There are four basic for111S, both of value and of society. The forms of 
value are Elen1entary, Total, Generalized, and Money. The forms of Society 
are Prinlitive Comnlunist, Slave, Feudal, and Capitalist. And the question 
\vhich arises is this: Are the fornls of society and the Dlodes of transition 
froIn one fornl of society to another analogous to the fornls of value and the 
B10des of transition from one fornl of value to another (offered in Capital as 
the solution to the '4enignla" of the fetishism of gold)? If they are, in fact, 
analogous, \ve have discovered a clue to the proper understanding of Marx's 
theory of history and, at the saIne tilne, have established the conceptual 
continuity between his earlier and later works. 

Let me be lllore specific. For 11arx, writing in Capital, the forms of value 
were conceived to be generated out of the primitive, original, or Meta
phorical expression of equivalence in such a \vay as to explain the fetishism 
of gold which characterizes advanced systen1s of exchange. But the true value 
content of all c0111modities remains essentially the same: the labor expended 
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in the production of the C01111llodities. So it is with the history of societies. 
Their £or111s change, but the content that underlies these changes in fornl 
renlains constant. This content is c0I11prised of the modes of production by 
which Ulan relates hinlself to nature. The cOll1pOnents of these systen1S nlay 
change, thereby dictating transfornlations in the social relations created on 
their basis. But the true ll1eaning of these changes is not to be found in the 
contelnplation of the pheno111enal forll1 of the society under study; it lies in 
the hidden transfornlations that occur in the LI10des of production. 

It should be stressed that, once Marx analyzed the Elenlentary form of 
value and disclosed its essentially Metaphorical nature, he proceeded to 
explicate the natures of the other three £Ofl11S of value, culnlinating in the 
fetishisI11 of gold, in purely tropological ternlS. The Total, or Extended, £orn1 
of value is nothing but the conceptualization of the value of cOlnmodities in 
the 1110dality of MetonynlY. Here the relationships anlong c0111Inodities are 
conceived on the basis of the apprehension of their placelnent in a series 
that: is infinitely extendable, such that commodities are related to all other 

- d . t' -' 1 f f h -- HA B " t tB C" "C- D " COln1110 1 les In t le or111 0 t _e set: ===, ) == , J == , 
"D === E," ... 11, the value of any given C01111ll0dity being apprehended as 
equivalent to a specific quantity of any other con1111odity in the syste111 of 
exchange. But this apprehension of the existence of COnl1110dities within an 
extended series suggests, by the very extensiveness of the set, the possibility of 
a value that is shared conlrnonly by all of thenl. In short, the possibility of 
the Generalized fornl of value is suggested by the very fact that COll1ll1odities 
can be arranged in such a \vay as to be parts of a total systenl of purely 
extrinsic relationships. rrhus, by Synecdoche, the Mctonynlically provided 
series of C01111110dities can be endowed with the attributes of parts of a 
whole. In IVlarx's view, this value of the whole set is really nothing but the 
"congealed" labor expended in the production of the individual C0111Dl0di
ties. But, because of the inclination of n1en involved in specific systenlS of 
exchange to obscure fron1 thenlselves the true content of the value they 
perceive to inhere in all C01111Il0ditics, the shared value that inheres in the 
whole set of C01111l10ditics is Synecdochically unified as the quantity in gold 
which C0111Il1odities can COITll11and in the exchange SYStCII1. And this '~absurd" 
ascription to gold of the povvcr to represent the value of all COlll1llodities in 
any systelll of exchange accounts for the "fetishislll of gold" which charac
terizes advanced systenlS of exchange. 

Tlhus, the course or evolution of the forlllS of value, leading from the 
original (Metaphorical) characterization of the value of a cornIllodity in 
terIllS of its equivalence to sonle other C0l11IDOdity to the (Ironic) characteri
zation of the value of a C01111110dity in ternlS of the quantity of gold (or 
nloney) vvhich it brings in the systen1 of exchange, proceeds by "vay of the 
t\:vo tropological strategies of reduction and integration that we would 
expect: by MetonYlllY on the one hand and by Synecdoche on the other. 
The last fornl of value analyzed by Marx in this section of Capital, that of 
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the Money form, is Ironic precisely inasmuch as, in his account of it, the 
necessary labor expended in its production, is hidden from view by the ascrip
tion to it of a value conceived in the form of a money (or gold) equivalent. 
It is Ironic also inasmuch as the characterization of the value of a conl1nodity 
in ternlS of its 1110ney equivalent contains both a truth and an error. The 
truth contained in it is reflected in the impulse to view all commodities in 
ternlS of a universal standard of valuation; the error consists in the identifica
tion of this standard as the Bloney equivalent a cOlnmodity might command 
within a given systenl of exchange. The fetishistic nature of the identification 
of the value of all cODlmodities with their gold equivalent is at once the 
condition of self-delusionnlent of the lllost advanced systems of exchange and 
the precondition for the liberation of consciousness to the apprehension of 
the true basis for ascribing value to any cOlnmodity, the labor theory of value 
which Marx used as the basis of his analysis of both the strengths and the 
weaknesses of the systenl of exchange known as Capitalism. 

The second half of the first chapter of Capital, then, is an exercise in 
Irony, consisting as it does of the exposure of the purely fictional nature of 
all conceptions of the value of comlllodities vvhich do not begin fronl the 
apprehension of the truth of the labor theory of value. In short, the labor 
theory of value serves as the base line from which all erroneous conceptions 
of value can be transcended. 

It should be stressed, however, that Marx did not insist that the various 
fornls of value provided by the tropological reductions are totally erroneous. 
Each contains an inlportant insight into the nature of value in general. 
These insights derive £rol11 a legitimate impulse to discover the true nature of 
the value that conlrnodities have in any system of exchange. But the true 
basis of all value is obscured and remains hidden to perception in any analy
sis that begins fforn a consideration of form rather than content. Thus, the 
history of thought about the fOfIns of value describes a sustained descent of 
consciousness into the depths of its own capacities for self-deception and 
alienation. 1'he nadir of this descent is the situation in which men deny to 
thenlselves the worth of their own labor, which is concealed as the true 
content of the values of all COID1110dities, in order to endow a worthless 
11letal, gold, vvith the virtues of their own unique power to create value itself. 

But what is the nature of the relationship between the labor theory of 
value, on the basis of vvhich Marx criticized all other conceptions of the 
value of comlTIodities, and those other false, or illusory, forms of value that 
he analyzed? It would appear to be a Metonymical relationship and inevita
bly, therefore, a reductive one. For Marx insisted that the phenomena of 
commodity exchange be divided into two orders of being: their tornl on the 
one hand and their true content on the other-in short, into phenomenal 
and Ilou111enal orders of being. Once this distinction is admitted, it is neces
sary to inquire into the grounds on which they are conceived to be related 
in practice. \Vhy is the true content of the value of all cornrllodities sup-



MARX 297 

pressed by consciousness in favor of the various phenoD1enal forms analyzed 
by Marx? T'his problenl is at once psychological, sociological, and historical; 
and, in order to c0111prehend Marx's solution to it, we Blust turn to an 
analysis of his theory of consciousness 011 the one hand and his philosophy of 
history on the other. 

~.~ 'The "GranlJ71c1r" of I-listorical Existence 

J\1arx laid out the broad lines of his theory of history in the late 1840s, while 
he was trying to COBle to ternlS with the main schools of social thought of the 
previous generation: Gernlan IdealislI1, French SocialisTI1, and English P'oliti
cal EconolllY. Basic to his position at this tinlc-a position which he and 
Engels would regard as scientifically confirnled by Darwin later on-was the 
conviction that consciousness in lllan is Illerely a Blore efficient, rather than 
a qualitatively different, capacity for regulating relations between the hlunan 
animal and its enVirOn111ent for the satisfaction of prilnary (physical) and 
secondary (enlotional) needs. And he followed Il'euerbach by putting at the 
very center of his thinking the fact that while nature can exist without 
consciousness, consciousness cannot exist without nature. Thus, in The Ger
Tnan Ideology, Marx wrote: '\ve lllust begin by stating the first presupposi~ 
tion of all h 11111an existence, and therefore of all history, narnely, that 11len 
Blust be in a position to live in order to 'lTlake history.' But life involves 
before everything else eating and drinking, a habitation, clothing and lllany 
other things" (BottolTIOre ed., 62). Ii'rom this postulate he went on to argue 
that the first historical act is not a spiritual, but a purely anilTIal, one: "the 
production of 111aterial life itself." This allowed l\;larx to criticize every prior 
attenlpt to discover an ··essential" distinction between a generally animal, 
and a specifically h nUlan, nature. rrh us, he wrote: "Men can be distinguished 
fronl animals by consciousness, by religion, or by anything one likes. They 
thenlselves begin to distinguish thelnselves fronl anilnals as soon as they begin 
to produce their means of subsistence" (53). The nature of this production, 
Marx argued}' is "deterlllined" by men's physical constitution. In producing 
their rncans of subsistence, IIlcn indirectly produce "their actual lllaterial 
life." As thus envisaged, hUlllan consciousness is nlerely the peculiar means 
which lllan has at his disposal, as part of his natural endOWlnent, to exploit 
his environn1ent and live off it. Later on, in C~alJital (1867) i Marx expanded 
on this idea: 

Labour is, in the first place, a process in which both Dlan and Nature participate, 
and in which lnan of his own accord starts, regulates, and controls the 11laterial 
relations betvveen hin1self and Nature. He opposes hinlsell to Nature as one of her 
own forces, setting in motion (lrrns and legs, hecld and hands, the natural forces of 



298 METAHISTORY 

his body, in order to appropriate Nature's productions in a torn1 adapted to his 
.o1vn lvants. By thus acting on the external vvorld and changing it, he at the same 
tinle changes his o\vn nature. He develops his slunlbering powers and compels 
thenl to act in obedience to his s\vay. \Ve arc not now dealing with those primitive 
instinctive forms of labour that relnind us of the lnere animal. An inlmeasurable 
interval of tinle separates the state of things in which a man brings his labour
po\vcr to ll1arket for sale as a conl111odity, fronl that state in which human labour 
lvas still in its first instinctive stage. [Bottonl0re ed., 88 (192); italics added] 

In the dynamics of hun1an exertion, therefore, a specifically human nature 
is potentially present. Thus, Marx \vrote: 

We presuppose labour in a for111 that stanlps it as exclusively human. A spider 
conducts operations that rcselnble those of a \veavcr, and a bee puts to shame 
many an architect in the construction of her cells. But what distinguishes the 
worst architect fronl the best of bees is his, that the archiect raises his structure 
in inlagination before he erects it in reality. At the end of every labour-process, we 
get a result that already existed in the inlagination of the labourer at its com
nlencenlent. He not only effects a change of fornl in the material on which he 
\vorks, but he also realizes a purpose of his o\vn that gives the la\v to his modus 
operandi, and to which he 11lust subordinate his \vill. And this subordination is no 
mere nlonlentary act. Besides the exertion of the bodily organs, the process de
nlands that, during the \vhole operation, the 1vork171an's will be steadily in con
sonance \vith his purpose. T11is llleans close attention. The less he is attracted by 
the nature of the \vork, and by the nlode in \vhich it is carried on, and the less, 
therefore, he enjoys it as sonlething \vhich give play to his bodily and mental 
po\vers, the more close his attention is forced to be. [88-89 (192-93)] 

And thus it follo\ved, as ~1arx had already noted in The Gertnan Ideology, 
that 

the \vay in \vhich nlen produce their ll1cans of subsistence depends in the first 
place on the nature of the existing Illeans \vhich they have to reproduce. This 
1110de of production should not be regarded Sill1ply as the reproduction of the 
physical existence of individuals. I t is already a definite fOJJl1 of activity of these 
individuals, a definite Inode of life. As individuals express their life, so they are. 
\Vhat they arc, therefore, coincides "vith their production, with ",hat they produce 
and with how they produce it. \Vhat individuals are, therefore, depends on the 
n1aterial conditions of their production. [Bottonlore ed., 53-54J 

This reduction pennitted Marx to deduce the three presuppositions (or, as 
he caned theu1 in an ironic reference to the practice of Gernlan philosophers 
of the tin1e, the "m0111ents") of hUlnan consciousness. They are: first, the 
i111pl1lse to satisfy needs (prin1ary and secondary); next, the capacity to 
reproduce other l11en and 111aintain the life of the species, froin which derives 
the first social group, the family; and, finally, the constitution of the modes 



l\1ARX 299 

of production adequate to the TIlaintenance of hllll1an life in different envi
ronI11cnts. 1'hus, he concludcd, in order for us even to conceive thc existence 
of h Ulllan consciousness, \VC l11USt postulate a natural connection bct\veen the 
hU111an ani111al and his enVirOnl11c11t and a social connection by which Inen 
enter into cooperative activity \\lith other lllcn, \vithin and between fanli
lies. rrhis postulate allo\\'ccl Marx to conlbine in his theory of history his 
lnaterialistic TIlctaphysics on the one hand \'lith his dialectical theory of social 
c1eveloplllcn t on the other. 

l\larx looked for the inti111ate relation vvhich exists in every society anl0ng 
hU111an consciollsness, the I11aterial \vorld, and the currcnt 1110dcs of produc
tion. rrh us, he \'lrote: 

it follovvs froll1 this, that a c1etenninate IllOdc of production, or industrial stage, is 
always bound up ,vith a dctcrll1inate 111oc1e of cooperation, or social stage, and this 
l110de of cooperation is itself a uproductivc force." I t also £ol1o\vs, that the nlass of 
productive forces accessible to ITlcn cletcnnines the condition of society, and that 
the "history of hlllllanity" l11ust therefore ahvays he studied and treated in relation 
to the history of ind ustry and exchange. [62] 

J\1arx stressed that the uI110ITlCnts" he had analytically shovvn to underlie any 
conception of a distinctively hllIl1an consciousness arc to be regarded as only 
logically fJrior to that consciollsness, not existentially differeD tia ted fron1 it; 
they have existed contcnlporancously \vith consciousness "since the c1avvn of 
history and since the first ll1cn," and they "still ass crt thc111selves in history 
toda y" (ibid.). 

]~ven so, he continued, 111an's consciousness is not "an original, 'pure' 
consciousness." F~ronl the vcry beginning "'spirit' is cursed with the 'bur
den' of l11atter." l\t first, consciousness is "lllerely an avvarcncss of the 
ill1111cdiatc sensible environnlent and of the linlitecl connection \vith other 
persons and things outside the individual \vho is becon1ing self-conscious. At 
the sanle tin1e, it is a consciousness of Nature, which first appears to ll1en as 
a c0111plctcly alien, all-po\vcrflll and unassailable force, \\lith \vhich Inen's rela
tions arc purely anin1al and by \vhich they are overa\vcd like beasts; it is 
thus a purely aniI11al consciousness of Naturc (natural rcligion)." (70-71) 

Just as the Elelnentary (or Accidental) fOIITl of Value contains "the 
\vhole nlystcry of the fOIn1 of value" in gencral, so too the clenlentary forrn 
of society and its attendant form of consciousness contain the 111ystery of the 
fornl of society in general. In The C0l111111111ist Manifesto, to be sure, Marx 
spoke of three principal forrns of social organization (Slave, Feudal, and 
Capitalist); and it \vas only in a note added by Engels that a fourth forIn, 
that of Pri111itivc C0111n1UnisI11, \vas alluded to. But, already in The Gerl11an 
Ideology, J\!Iarx had characterized the Ill0de of consciousness of this prilnitive 
fonn of social organization as Metaphoric(Ll. Thus, he \vrote: 
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Here, as everywhere, the identity of nature and man appears in such a way that the 
restricted relation to one another deternlines men's restricted relation to nature, 
just because nature is as yet hardly modified historically; and, on the other hand, 
man's consciousness of the necessity of associating with the individuals around 
him is the beginning of the consciousness that he is living in society at all. This 
beginning is as animal as social life itself at this stage. It is mere herd-conscious
ness, and at this point man is only distinguished fronl sheep by the fact that with 
him consciousness takes the place of instinct or that his instinct is a conscious 
one. [71] 

Marx thus postulated as the precondition of all genuinely historical devel
oplnent an original stage in human development in which men live in a 
condition of consciousness which is strictly Metaphorical in its modality. Men 
exist in the sinlultaneous apprehension of their similarity to, and difference 
froln, nature. And the consciousness of hUlnanity at this stage resembles an 
"animal" consciousness, a "sheep-like" or "herd" consciousness, which serves 
to consolidate hUlnan existence in the first fornl of society, "'hich is tribal, 
and in \vhich a kind of Prilnitive ConlmunislTI must be supposed, by Marx's 
light, to have existed as the donlinant form of econolllic organization. Dur
ing this stage, lnen live parasitically off nature, as hunters and food-gatherers, 
which is to say that they participate in a forln of production and consump
tion which is the sanle as that of other animals endowed with sinlilar 
instincts and physical capacities. 

But J\1arx appeared to believe that a factor in hunlan life works to trans
fornl this Metaphorical TIlodality of relationship between human conscious
ness and nature and between lnen and other men, an economic factor which 
originally was nothing but a function of sexual differentiation; and this factor 
is the division of labor. 1'he division of labor, working Mechanistically, as 
we would say, upon the forrns of social relationship, brings about a change 
in the way lllen relate to nature and, as a result, to other men. Thus, Marx 
wrote: 

This sheeplike or tribal consciousness receives its further developnlent and exten
sion through increased productivity, the increase of needs, and, what is funda
mental to both of these, the increase of population. \Vith these there develops 
the division of labor in the sexual act, then that division of labor which develops 
spontaneously or "naturally" by virtue of natural predisposition (e.g., physical 
strength), needs, accidents, etc., etc. [72-73; italics added] 

In short, the division of hUlllanity is brought about by purely physical 
factors, differences of sex on the one hand and of power on the other. These 
kinds of division \vithin the species dissolve the original identification of 
lnan with nature and with his own kind, which produced the original tribal 
union. This original division of the species on the basis of physical, or 
genetically provided, attributes then gives place, Marx suggested, to another 
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and lunch nl0re fl1ndalnental schism v/ithin the species, that which is 
expressed in the distinction between "material and ll1ental labor." 

~'Division of labor," l\'larx said, "becoines truly such" only when this dis
tinction appears in society. "Fronl this lllornent onward consciousness can 
really flatter itself that it is sOlnething other than consciousness of existing 
practice, that it is really conceiving sornething \Nithout conceiving s0I11ething 
real; froln now on consciousness is in a position to elnancipate itself fro111 
the world and to proceed to the fornlation of a 'pure' theory, theology, 
philosophy, ethics, etc." (l=leucr ed., 2 52'~53) In other words, as a result of a 
division of labor, caused by purely 111echanical factors in the distribution of 
physical attributes and powers, 111ankind is set upon the path of its own 
alienation fro1l1 itself and froln its own creative powers, and is ilnpclled 
tovvard the attribution of these powers to in1aginary Uspirits" of the sort 
postulated by ~, 'pure' theory, theology, philosophy, ethics, etc." 

Men novV begin to exist contiguously with one another, as separate and 
as separated beings, as 111en1bers of different classes, and in such a way as 
to preclude belief in the possibility of an ultimate reconciliation of the parts 
within the whole which is a single species. ~rhus, Marx wrote: 

it is quite irnmaterial what consciollsness starts out to do on its own [that is, as 
individual consciousness]: out of all such 111uck we get only the one inference that 
these three 111onlents, the forces of production, the state of society and conscious
ness, can and n1Hst com.e into contradiction with one ([nothet, because the division 
of labor irnplies the possibility~-nay, the fact~that intellectual and material 
activity--~enjoynlent and labor, production and consunlption~devolve on different 
individuals and that the only possibility of their not caBling into contradiction lies 
in the negation in its turn of the division of labor. [z 53; italics added] 

-With the division of labor, then, the Metaphorical relationship between man 
and ll1an on the one hand and between TIlan and nature on the other is dis
solved, a Metonynlical relationship is established, and, instead of existing 
with one another in the lllodality of identity, as "vas the case in prin1itivc 
society, Inen COl1le to exist in the 1110dality of contiguity. Or, as l\IIarx put it: 

·With the division of labor ... and the separation of society into individual fan1i= 
lies opposed to one another, is given silTlultaneously the distribution, and indeed 
the unequal distribution (both quantitative and qualitative), of labor and its proc1= 
nets, hence property; the nucleus, the first form, of vvhich lies in the family, where 
\vife and children are the slaves of the husband [ibid.]. 

Ffhis ll1eans, in lVlarx's view, that the social expression of this condition of 
severance vvi thin the species is slavery. 

]his latent slavery in the fa nli1y, though still very crude, is the first property, but 
even at this early stage it corresponds perfectly to the definition of modern econo-
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mists who call it the power of disposing the labor power of others. Division of 
labor and private property are, moreover, identical expressions: in the one the 
same thing is affirn1ed with reference to activity as is affirmed in the other with 
reference to the product of the activity. [253-54] 

Thus, the prinlal unity, expressed in the social modality of Ptilnitive Com
lllunism, gives place to a severed condition. \iVhat had before been unified, 
in both consciousness and praxis, is now divided; and mankind, formerly 
unified \vithin itself against nature, is now severed within itself into two 
kinds of producers, and therefore in to two kinds of consumers, and, as a 
result, into two kinds of humanity, two classes. Therewith begins the history 
of hunlan society, vvhich in its various phases exists in the modality of oppo
sition of part to part, in conflict, struggle, and exploitation of man by man. 
Men now exist in a nlode of relationship with one another as lnaster and 
slave, in consciousness as well as in fact, a condition in which the differences 
between one segInent of hUlnanity and another are apprehended as being 
much more basic and important than any similarities which their possession 
of common species attributes might suggest. 

But this transfonnation of both consciousness and the modes of social 
relationship is not seen as having been caused by a dialectical transformation 
of consciousness itself. The shift from the Primitive Tribal stage to the 
ancient Slave stage of social organization is caused by purely material factors, 
a genetic factor on the one hand (sexual differentiation) and a functional 
differentiation on the other (a division of labor). And the division of labor, 
the cause of social differentiation among men, serves as the basis for the 
"ennoblelnent" of the consciousness of Iuan himself, the Uelevation" of man 
in his ovvn consciousness above nature. 

Following upon the division of function in the sexual act is the division 
of labor in prinlitive society between those who do manual labor and those 
whose work is prilnarily mental, between workers and priests. From this 
lllon1ent Oll, Marx said, "consciousness can really flatter itself that it is some~ 
thing other than consciousness of existing practice . . . ; fronl now on con J 

sciousness is in a position to emancipate itself from the world" (252-53), 
because it can turn its attention on itself, hypostatize its fancies about itself 
in its uniquely hun1an-that is, n1ental-aspects, and treat those fancies as if 
they were real, and even deify and worship inlages of them. But, by this very 
process of hypostatization, thought prepares itself for the discovery and the 
reintegration of that which n1akes luan a potentially unifiable species. 
Though t is prepared for the Synecdochic unification of t-he fraglnen ts of 
hUlnanity as elements of a whole which is greater than the sum of the parts. 
Thus is born all of that "pure" theology, philosophy, and theory on which 
man has prided himself since the dawn of civilization, and to which he has 
looked for the detern1ination of his own properly human ends and purposes 
in life ever since. 



4Jij~ The "Syntax" of Historical Process 

It Dlay be noted that, as early as The Gerlnan Ideology, rvIarx had pre
figured the granl111ar and syntax of the theory of history that would serve hilll 
to the end of his days as a thinker. lIe could frOlll that point on divide all 
historical pheno111ena cOIning under his gaze in to the categories of Base 
and Superstructure. The Base is c0111prised of (1) the 111eans of production 
(defined by Marx as [a] the natural resources available to a given human 
group at a given tin1C and place, [b] the labor force or population poten
tially capable of perfornling productive labor, and [c] the available techno
logical endownlent) and (2) the n10des of production~that is, the actual 
ratios of hUlllanly usable power given by the Ineans at a specific tinle and 
place. '[he Superstructure is cornprised of the actual class divisions generated 
by the struggle for control of the Ineans of production in a condition of 
ll1aterial scarcity, the institutions, laws, £or111s of state organizations, and so 011, 

which the division of labor necessitates. To the Superstructure also belongs 
the wh'ole body of custorns, InoIes, and folkways which sanction the actual 
social forms on the one hand and the reaIn1 of high cltlture~religion, 

science, philosophy, art, and the like~which provides rationalizations of 
the ongoing social structure on the other. The data of history, in the forn1 
of atolllic facts or dOCU111entary attestations to the occurrences of certain 
kinds of events~the lexical clelnents of the historical record, as it \vere-are 
rendered comprehensible, in Marx's view, solely by their susceptibility to 
inclusion in the two categories of historically significant happening provided 
by the concepts of the Base and the Superstructure. 

Once this granlmatical classification of historical phenolnena has been car
ried out, it becoInes possible to apply syntactical principles to "explain" why 
changes occur in the areas of hU111an praxis which these categories conceptu
any represent. These syntactical principles are nothing less than the laws of 
n1echanical causation which govern relations between the Base and the 
Superstructure raised upon it. The central syntactical principle in Marx's 
system of historical analysis, by which the ~tnleaniI1g" or "significance" of 
the whole historical process is to be provided, siInply states that, although 
changes in the Base deternline changes in the Superstructure, the reverse is 
not the case~that is, changes in social and cultural dimensions of historical 
existence do not cause changes in the Base. 

To be sure, hUlllan ingenuity or action I11ay canse changes in the Ineans of 
production. Wars deplete the labor force, as do falnine and pestilence; 
inventions change the nature of the technological endowment; natural 
resources beco111e exhausted by use, and so on. But the changes caused in the 
means of production are not functions of alterations of the social order or 
the officially credited cultural endowment (the philosophy, religion, art, and 
so on) of a given society. The relationship between the Base and the Sllper-
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structure is therefore not only unidirectional but also strictly Mechanistic. 
111ere is nothing dialectical about this relationship at all. 

rrhe fundamental £ornls of the Superstructure, however, display the saIne 
categorical characteristics as the forITIs of value in Marx's analysis of corn
modities in Capital. They are four in number, they are similarly tropological 
in his characterizations of them, and they succeed one another in the same 
way that the forllis of value are conceived to do in Capital. These four forms 
of society (Prinlitive Conl111unist, Slave, Feudal, and Capitalist) thus CO lll

prise the basic categories into which the phenomena of history considered as 
a diachronic process are to be grouped. And their succession constitutes the 
acts of the dran1a of significant historical occurrence for which Marx pur
ported to provide the underlying plot structure (in which the meaning of 
the whole process can be disclosed) in his historical works. 

It should be stressed at this point that Marx did not argue that the external 
world deterlnines the specific content of individual Inental processes. Like 
the similarly 11laterialistic Hobbes before him, Marx granted that individual 
fancy can throvv up an infinite number of possible images of the world which 
Inay have no relation to the external vvorld at all but merely express the 
inner longings of the hll111an heart. But he denied that such creations of 
individual fancy can beconle significant social forces, except in the degree to 
which they conforn1 to the modes of production and their corresponding 
social products. 

More iInportant, changes in publicly authenticated forms of human con
sciousness follow only upon changes in the fundanlent of every form of 
hUIllan society, the lllodes of production. These cause changes in the depend
ent social and cultural Superstructure. 'Alhen the necessity for changes in the 
social order beC0111eS apparent, individual products of "pure" consciousness 
becollle possible candidates for admission to the publicly authenticating 
group consciousness. This was the basis of !v1arx's fundamental law of his
torical change in all its din1ensions, the law which he set forth in the preface 
to his Contriblltion to a Critique of Political Economy in 1859, the approxi
mate midpoint between his earliest philosophizing in the 1840S and his 
death in 1883. 

In the social production \vhich lllen carryon they enter into definite relations that 
are indispensable and independent of their will; these relations of production cor .. 
respond to a definite stage of development of their material powers of production. 
The totality of these relations of production constitutes the economic structure 
of society-the real foundation, on which legal and political superstructures arise 
and to which definite fornls of social consciollsness correspond. The mode of 
production of material life determines the general character of the social, political 
and spiritual processes of life. It is not the consciousness of men that deternlines 
their being, but, on the contrary, their social being determines their consciousness. 
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At a certain stage of their developnlent, the 111aterial forces of production in society 
corne in conflict with the existing relations of production, or~what is but a legal 
expression of the sarne thing~\vith the -property relations within which they had 
been at work before. Fronl forms of development of the forces of production these 
relations turn into their fetters. 111en occurs a period of social revolution. With 
the change of the econo111ic foundation, the entire imlnense superstructure is 
11lore or less rapidly transfonned. In considering such transformations the distinc
tion should always be 11lade bet\vecn the 11laterial transformation of the econolnic 
conditions of production vvhich can be deternlined with the precision of natural 
science, and the legal, political, religious, aesthetic or philosophical~· in short 
ideological, fonns in \vhich ll1cn bccolne conscious of this conflict and fight it out. 
J list as our opinion of an individual is not based on what he thinks of hilnself, so 
can we not judge of such a period of transforn~ation by its own consciousness; on 
the contrary, this consciousness ll1USt rather be explained froln the contradictions 
of n1atcriallife, frol11 the existing conflict between the social forces of production 
and the modes of production. No social order ever disappears before all the pro
ductive forces for which there is roon~ in it have been developed; and new, higher 
relations of production never appear before the lllaterial conditions of their 
existence have 111aturccl in the wonlb of the old society. [51~52; italics added] 

As can be seen fronl this passage, for J\1arx, significant causal eflicaci ty 
proceeds £roIn the 13ase to the Superstructure by a direct, not a dialectical, 
path. 'rhere is a lag between the causal fo~·ces that proITlote social trans
fornlations and between social transfOflllations and cultural changes; but this 
lag is inertial, caused by the incapacity of hU111an consciousness in situations 
of fundalTlental transfornlations in the Base to relinquish the 1110des of con
ceiving reality inherited froll1, because they are based upon, ear1ier l1l0des of 
productivity. Only after a ney" Il10de of production has been established as 
the dOlllinant one in a given society can the publicly sanctioned fornls of 
both consciousness and praxis theu1selves be established, in ne\v la\vs, a ne,v 
forn1 of state organization, a He"v religion, a ne\v art, and so on. 

What is dialectical in all this--and here is the I11eaSUre of Marx's debt to 
Gernlan Idcalisnl~is the n10de of transition from one fortn of publicly 
sanctioned consciousness to another. 'fhe adjustment in hU111an conscious
ness and in the Superstructure to the transfofnlations caused by changes in 
the Base is a dialectical process and is precisely analogous to the kind of 
tropological change that occurs vvhen Prinlitive consciousness falls out of a 
Metaphorical relation to nature and to lllankind in general and into a 
Mctonynlical apprehension of those relationships. Franl Metaphorical, to 
Metonymical, to Synecdochic consciousness~these are the phases through 
which hUlllanity passes by dialectical transfornlation of the ways it relates 
itself to its contexts (natural and social) in its passage from savage to 
advanced civilized consciousness. 

But precisely because these transfornlations of consciousness are dialec
tically engendered, by principles governing the operations of consciousness 



306 1vlETAHISTORY 

itself, we cannot, as Marx put it, judge a period of transformation by its own 
consciousness of itself-as conventional historians, seeking to reconstruct the 
consciousness of an age in its own terms, are inclined to do. The conscious
ness of an age is always nlore or less than what pure perception, were it not 
clouded by inherited preconceptions about what reality ntust be, would reveal 
to be the actual social reality of that age. 

As a theory of consciousness' transfornlations in history, Hegel's Phe
non1enology of Mind had value for Marx as a model of analytical method. 
States of consciousness (publicly sanctioned forms of consciousness) are 
related to one another dialectically, by affirmation, negation, and negation 
of the negation, and so on; but these states of consciousness represen.t only 
the phenomenal forms of historical being. The true content of historical 
being, that which makes it subject to scientific analysis-that is, nomological 
causal analysis-is to be found in the modes of production of which the 
phenolnenal fornls are lllere reflections. 
~Ien relate thenlselves in their own Dlinds to nature and to other men 

dialectically, but they are really related to nature, Marx insisted, in the 
modality of mechanical causality. Their apprehension of the world is medi
ated by consciousness, but their existence in the world is determined by the 
actual reI a tionships they sustain to the natural and social worlds; and these 
actual relationships, in turn, are strictly causal and deterlninistic in nature. 
This is the meaning of Marx's oft-quoted aphorism ~~Life is not determined 
by consciousness, but consciousness by life" (German Ideology, Feuer ed., 
247) . 

Changes that occur in the Base are not, then, products of a dialectical 
interaction of the modes of production and the natural world; on the con
trary, changes in the modes of production are occasioned by strict mechanical 
laws. Soil exhaustion, population depletion, inventions of new techniques 
for exploiting nature-all of these changes in the means of production result 
fronl changes that are explainable by natural scientific concepts of causal 
relationships. The invention of a new luachine such as the steam engine, 
which nlight transform the relationship between the technological endow
ment and the labor force, is conceived as a function of intelligence dedicated 
to the solution of practical problems; and it represents not a dialectical 
process but rather the application of a mode of thought, Mechanislll, to the 
solution of a specific problem suggested by the need to increase productivity 
for consumption or exchange. 

~foreover, the transformation of the Base is strictly mechanical and incre
lnental, not dialectical. Its effect on the Superstructure is such as to set up a 
dialectical interaction between inherited social forms and their attendant 
modes of consciousness and new ones called for by the transformations occur
ring in the Base. But even this effect on the Superstructure is mechanical in 
nature, not dialectical. For, as Marx pointed out in his Contribution, the 
fornls of consciousness that will gain public accreditation, in response to the 



changes called for in society by the changes in the Base, are predetern1ined 
by those changes. t(T'herefore," he said, 

111ankind always sets itself only such problems as it can solve; since, on closer 
exalllination, it will always be fonnd that the problenl itself arises only when the 
material conditions necessary for its solution already exist or are at least in the 
process of fornlation. [52; italics added] 

In short, all publicly significant social "problems" are not problerns at all 
but "puzzles," inasllluch as, in Marx's vievv, such "problenls" can alvvays be 
presnn1ed to be soluble and to Blake available to those trying to solve them 
the 111eans for their solution in the time and place in which they arise. 
'fhere is nothing "dialectical" about the process that generates the crucial 
problenls with which ll1ankind 11lUSt deal it different stages of the historical 
process. And there is nothing 'tdialectical" about the Ineans to be employed 
by Inen in different historical situations in their efforts to solve those prob
lems. What is t4dialectical" is the succession of the "forms" of society and 
culture which consciousness constructs in the wake of its solutions to the 
social problen1s caused by transformations in the Base. And Marx used the 
t'clialectical" rnethod for analyzing the true content of the £orn1s of social 
and cultural existence vvhich appear in history, in the sanle \vay that he 
used this 11lethod to disclose the true content of the forllls of value in the 
opening chapter of Capital. 

T'he concept of the division of labor served as the organizing idea of 
Marx's social theory in the saBle way that the labor theory of value served as 
the organizing idea of his econonlic theories. It is the division of labor which 
hurls 111ankind into that condition of schis111 and self-alienation to vvhich the 
historical record testifies as 111al1's seenlingly natural condition of existence. 
1'hus, Marx wrote in The Gern1an Ideology: "With the division of labor ... 
is given sinl1Iltaneously the distribution and indeed the unequal distribution 
(both quantitative and qualitative) of labor and its products, hence prop~ 
erty: the nucleus, the first form, of which lies in the family, where wife and 
children are slaves of the husband." He went on to call this slavery the "first 

.; 

property" and defined property, in accordance with the conventions of con-
tenlporary political econolny, as "the power of disposing the labor-power of 
others." And he concluded that "division of labor and private property are 
... identical expressions: in the one the san1e thing is affirn1ed with reference 
to activity as is affirn1ed in the other with reference to the product of the 

activity." (2 5 3~54) 
In the division of labor, too, J\!Iarx found the origins of that schism in 

social life between private and public, individual and general, interests. T'o 
be sure, he adnlitted that the very nature of hunlan life generates the dis~ 
tinction. Tlhe cOlnnlunal interest, he said, exists "first of all in reality, as the 
111utual interdependence of the individuals among whom the labor is 
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divided." But as soon as labor is divided, he insisted, "each man has a particu
lar, exclusive sphere of activity, which is forced upon him and fron1 which he 
cannot escape. He is a hunter, a fishern1an, a shepherd, or a critical critic, 
and must remain so if he does not \vant to lose his livelihood." (254) Thus, 
men becoIl1e slaves to their o\vn creation, instruments of the very power 
which had given the species in general control over nature. Mankind becomes 
fragu1ented and aton1ized; and individuals becon1e torn between their desire 
to be whole 111en and the necessity of functioning as specialized instruments 
of production. "This crystallization of social activity" into functionally dif
feren tia ted spheres had been, ~1arx believed, "one of the chief factors in 
historical developluent up till no",." (ibid.). And in the conflict within 
individual 11len between their human aspirations and their socially provided 
roles, and in society in general between individual and communal interests, 
Nlarx found the driving force behind the creation of the state. 'rhus, he said, 
although the state is always "based on real ties existing in every family and 
tribal conglomeration ... and especially ... on the classes already deter
mined by the division of labor, \vhich in every such ll1ass of men separate 
out, and of vvhich one dominates all the others" (255), a particular forIn 
of state is really an expression of the specific interests of a specific class which 
offers itself as a definitive expression of the general interests of n1ankind as a 
whole. 

This is vvhy, in the end, every putative "general interest" is always experi
enced by both don1inant and subordinant classes as something outside, 
beyond, or alien to 11len-alien but benign in the case of dominant classes 
(since it establishes the "natural" quality of their power and privileges), 
alien but Inaleficent in the case of sllbordinant classes (since it frustrates 
their iI11plllse to realize their individual and class interests fully). "Just 
because individuals seek only their particular interest, i.e., that not coinciding 
\vith their con1n1unal interest ... , the latter will be imposed on them, as in 
its turn a particular, peculiar 'general interest''' (ibid.). On the other hand, 
"the practical struggle of these particular interests, which constantly really 
run counter to the C01l1Illunal and illusory comillunal interests, lnakes prac
tical intervention and control necessary through the illusory 'general-interest' 
in the fornl of the State" (ibid.). l'hus, ':'social power, i.e., the 11lultiplied 
productive force, which arises through the cooperation of different individu
als as it is deternlined within the division of labor, appears to these individu
als, since their cooperation is not voluntary but natural, not as their own 
united povver but as an alien force existing outside then1" (ibid.), as an 
abstract force \vhich "lives" then1, rather than as what it truly is, their own 
force, objectified and reified and turned to C01l1111unal ends. 

This reification generates that "terror" which man has experienced in 
every prior attelnpt to Inake sense of history. Since social force is perceived 
as natural force, of the "origin and end of which (men) are ignorant, which 



they thus cannot control, vvhich on the contrary passes through a peculiar 
series of phases and stages independent of the will and action of ITIan, nay 
even being the prinle governor of these,'i' lllan is inclined to see hilTIself as 
history's victilTl instead of its governor. l'h us originate all of those detern1inis~ 
tic theories of history vvhich reduce Inan to the status of servant of forces 
greater than hill1self, contriblJting thereby to the degradation of n10st I11Cn 

vvhile sinlldtaneously justifying the elevation of the few: the theological 
deternlinis111 of St. Augnstine, the Inetaphysical deternlinislll of I-Iegel, the 
traditionalistic detcrnlination of Burke, the crude n1aterialistic deternlinisTIl of 
British political eCOn0111Y, and even, in principle, the sociological deternlin
iS111 of 'focqueville. IT

1

his is also the origin of all those naive rebellions of 
\vcll-Ineaning hUl1lanitarians, hUI11anists, aesthetes, ROl1lantics, and Utopian 
Socialists who affirrn the freedoI11 of the individual will and the capacity of 
rnan to change his vvorld through the transfornlation of the sensibility vvith 
vvhich he apprehends it. 
~one of these conceptions of the historical process, hovvever, COl1leS to 

grips with the essential truth: the sirnultaneous necessity and transience, 
the constraining and liberating power, of the social order itself. None, in 
short, c0111prehends the dynalnics of society and the developnlcntal pattern 
of the \\!hole historical process. ()ne explains away lllan's freedolll in the face 
of a lived necessity which governs hirrl at the beginning and requires the iron 
subordination of the interests of the individual to the group; another 111erely 
lan1en ts this necessity and takes refuge in puerile drealTIS of a freedo111 which 
\vill be realizable only when, and if, society itself is dissolved. 

~g l'he "Se1naniics" of liistory 

J\!Iarx, by contrast, claiulecl to have found in the Mechanistic relationship 
obtaining between the Base and the Superstructnre the conceptual basis of 
a dynan1ic science of history and the instrUI11ent for predicting the outcollle 
of history in its transient social phase. "Dialcctical1\1aterialisITl," the cODlbina
tion of I-Iegel's logic vvith the F'cuerbachian conviction that all kno'Vvledge 
Blust begin with sense experience, J\![arx's "r.Jew Science," provides scientific 
justification for the conviction that (~social" life, as known to every phase of 
history since prirnitive tiU1CS, n111st disappear. ~lore, it finds in bourgeois 
society, the superstructural forn1 of the Capitalist TIlode of organizing the 
llleans of production, both the last phase and the agency of destruction of 
this social life. If all previous history is the history of class struggle, as the 
Con111tunist Manifesto proclainls, (bourgeois relations of prodnction are the 
last antagonistic forrn of the social process of production .... At the saIne 
tinle the productive forces developing in the wOlnb of bourgeois society 
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create the n1aterial conditions for the solution of that antagonism. With this 
social formation, therefore, the prehistory of human society comes to an, end" 
(Contribution, 52-53). 

The dynalnics of this process of transforn1ation, in which society itself is 
transcended, is set forth nl0st clearly in The Nlanifesto of the Communist 
Party (1848) _ In A Gra1nmar of Motives, Kenneth Burke has analyzed the 
Manifesto in "dramatistic" terll1s, stressing the extent to which, in Marx's 
presentation of history in this work, the elenlent of "scene" determines and 
provides understanding of the "agents, acts, and agencies" that appear to 
lnake up the gross lnatter of the historical process. In Burke's view, this 
elevation of "scene" over "agent" reveals Marx's essentially materialistic con
ception of history, reveals hinl as a deterministic philosopher in the tradition 
of Hobbes, and sets him apart from genuinely dialectical thinkers such as 
Hegel, for whom "agency" and "purpose" play greater roles in the compre
hension of history's true significance. 

Burke's analysis is true enough as far as it goes, but it obscures the extent 
to which, in the Manifesto as elsewhere, Marx's thought moved simultan
eously on t\VO levels, by appeal to both Mechanistic and Organicist concep
tions of reality, and utilized tvvo fundamentally different linguistic protocols, 
Metonymical 011 the one hand and Synecdochic on the other. So, too, Nlarx 
emplotted the historical process in two modes, Tragic and Comic, simul
taneously, but in such a ,;yay as to make the former emplotnlent a phase 
within the latter, and so as to perluit himself to claiIn the title of a "realist" 
\vhile sustaining his dream of a utopian reconciliation of man with man 
beyond the social state. The sublation of the Tragic condition, vvhich has 
prevailed in history since the fall of ll1an into society through the division of 
labor, constituted, in Marx's thought, the scientific justification of the Radical 
political position he purported to derive fron1 his study of history_ 

A brief analysis of the theory of history set forth in the first part of the 
Manifesto will illustrate what I had in n1ind when I characterized Marx's 
idea of history in the foregoing tern1S. 

The Manifesto opens with a characterization of the specific nature of the 
structure of all previous periods of history: '(The history of all hitherto exist
ing society is the history of class struggles." The various classes of all previous 
societies "stood in constant opposition to one another" and "carried on an 
uninterrupted, no\v hidden, novV open fight." (7) This uninterrupted fight, 
Marx argued, resulted in the eruption, from time to time, of crucial revolu
tionary reconstitutions of the whole social order. But no peace resulted from 
any of these reconstitutions; each sin1ply substituted "new classes, new 
conditions of oppression, new forms of struggle in place of the old ones" 
(8). Nonetheless, the process resulted in the "silTIplification" of "the class 
antagonisms." Society was progressively split into two can1ps, with two great 
classes facing each other: bourgeoisie and proletariat. 
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The essential structural relationship in history is opposition, but the rela
tionship between the phases of the developlnental process is dialectical. 
111 us, Marl{ said of the Sl1ccession of the classes: 

From the serfs of the Middle Ages sprang [hervorspringen] the chartered burghers 
of the earliest towns. From these burgesses the first elen1ents of the bourgeoisie 
developed [entwickelten]. [Ibid.; italics added] 

The in1ages of developrnent are Organicist; the mode of relationship is 
Synecdochic. 1'he Illodality of the relationships among the different phases 
in the evolution of the Base, however, is characterized in different terms. 

The feudal systen1 of industry . . . now no longer sufficed for the growing wants 
of new Inarkets. T11e manufacturing system took its pZclce [antreten]. The guild 
nlasters were pushed to one side [verdrangt]; division of labor between the cor
porate guilds vanished in the face of division of labor in each single workshop. 
[Ibid.; italics added] 

f-Iere the in1agery is Mechanistic, the lTIode of the tela tionship of the parts is 
Metonynlical, and the conditions for the further transforn1ation of the 
social order are described in what is essentially the language of 111echanical 
causality: 

Meantime the fl1arkets kept ever growing [imlner lVllchsenJ; the demand ever 
rising [itnlner steigt]. Even 111anufactllre no longer sufficed. The place of ll1annfac
ture was tal<.en [antreten] by the giant, modern industry, the place of the industrial 
Inicldle class by industrial lllillionaires, the leaders of whole industrial annies, the 
modern bourgeois. [Ibid.; italics added] 

And Marx concluded this overture to his essay, his delineation of the elements 
of the historical field and his classification of then1 in to types in tenns of their 
historical functions, in the following way: 

We see, therefore, how the 1110dern bourgeoisie is itself the product of a long 
course of development, of a series of revolutions in the modes of production and 
of exchange. [Ibid., 9] 

I-Ie then vvent on to characterize the development of the ll10dern bour
geoisie, and in such a way as to depict it as a form of social organization 
which bears the seeds of its own dissolution and autotransformation within 
it. Ironically he depicted the ways in which the 1110dern llliddle class, in its 
pursuit of profits, effectively succeeds in overturning, dementing, and deplet
ing its own ideological resources, its own most highly cherished conscious 
beliefs and allegiances. ll1is developlnent, he argued, not only puts "an end 
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to all feudal, patriarchal, idyllic relations" and "drown[ s ] the nlost heavenly 
ecstasies of religious fervor, of chivalrous enthusiasl1l, of Philistine sentinlen
talislll in the icy vvater of egotistical calculation," but also '~resolve[ s] 
personal worth into exchange value," and, "for exploitation, veiled by reli
gious and political illusions, ... substitute [ s ] naked, shameless, direct, brutal 
exploitation" (9-10). In short, the bourgeoisie produces the conditions in 
which ITIaD 111Ust at last face the depraved condition of his millennial exist
ence in "society" \vith a clear and unclouded eye. It thereby constitutes the 
II10de of consciousness in \vhich a "realism" vvith respect to the true nature 
of the social order can take shape, a realism as powerful in its capacity to 
transfornl "reality" itself as that \vhich perlnitted the constitution of modern 
science for the exploitation of the I1laterial world. 

The irony of bourgeois society, Marx suggested, is that it cannot exist 
"without constantly revolutionizing the instruments of production, and 
thereby the relations of production, and with then1 the whole relations of 
society" (10). l'his revolutionary impulse is inspired by the "need of a con
stantly expanding market" (ibid.). TIle achieven1ent of the bourgeoisie is 
truly heroic, truly Promethean, in l\larx's account of its rise and develop-
111ent, but its present situation is one of internal contradiction: the need for 
ever-expanding markets causes the bourgeoisie to revolt against "the property 
rela tions that are the conditions for the existence of the bourgeoisie and of 
its rule" (13). Fronl this paradoxical state arise the "crises" that periodically 
break out in the Bl0st highly developed capitalist economic systems. 

rrhe internal contradictions of bourgeois life generate "epidelnics," and 
especially one kind of epidenlic, \vhich "would have seemed an absurdity 
in an earlier epochs-the epidemic of overproduction" (ibid.). And, ironi
cally, the cures provided by the bourgeoisie for these epidemics promote 
even 11lore virulent outbreaks of them in the future: 

And how does the bourgeoisie get over these crises? On the one hand, by enforced 
destruction of a ll1ass of productive forces; on the other, by the conquest of new 
ll1arkets, and by the n10re thorough exploitation of old ones. That is to say, by 
paving the way for lllore extensive and more destructive crises, and by diminishing 
the means whereby crises are prevented. [Ibid.] 

The result of all this is that the very \veapons with which the bourgeoisie 
"felled" the older feudal order are 4lturned against the bourgeoisie itself" 
(ibid.). But the agency forged by the bourgeoisie, the agency by which its 
ovvn destruction is to be brought about, does not arise ex nihilo, as an 
effect of S011Ie cause o/Jerating 111echanically in its environment, in the way 
that new systenlS of production are created. The agency \vhich will bring 
about the destruction of the bourgeoisie is to be made up of all the alienated 
of all the classes which have been reduced to the status of mere "COD1ITIodi
ties" -that is, to a purely nonhul1lan or natural status, by the exploitative 



MARX 313 

operations of the 1110st efficient 111elnbers of the bourgeois class itself. 1'his 
neyv class of radically alienated ~'refl1se" of the capitalist systenl is the pro
letariat, arecfuited from all classes of the population." 

TIle origins of the proletariat, then, are the IllOSt diverse inlaginable. It 
exists originally in the condition of total dispersion, \vithol1t even any con
sciollsness of its status as ·~refuse." In the process of its developnlent, ho\\,
ever, this refuse is transforn1ecl into gold; £rol11 the wretched of the earth is 
fashioned the instrlunen t of h Ul1lan libera tion~ 

rfhllS, while Marx emplottcd the history of the bourgeoisie as a rrragedy, 
that of the proletariat is set within the larger franlework of a C0I11edy, the 
resolution of which consists of the dissolution of all classes and the trans·
forn1atiol1 of hU111anity into an organic whole. It is not surprising that Marx 
c111plottcd this C0111edy as a dralna in four acts that correspond to the stages 
of the Classical dranla: tJathos, agol1, sparagn1os, and anagnorisis successively. 

l-'he action of the dralna is carried fOfvvard by the struggle vvith the bour
geoisie, but in the opening act the "contest is carried on by individual 
laborers" vvho ~tforln an incoherent 111ass" and vvho do not even know their 
real enenlY, the bourgeoisie, but fight instead against Uthc enenlies of their 
enenlies, the ren1nants of absolute rnonarchy" (15). At this stage, the con
sciousness of the proletariat is only a ulood (pathos). 1'he proletariat sinlply 
exists in itself, neither for itself nor in the consciollsness of others. With the 
advent of industry, however, "the proletariat not only increases in l1ulnber; it 
becollles concentrated in greater 11lasses, its strength grows, and it feels its 
strength rI1ore." Workers begin to for111 u co111binations (trade unions) against 
the bourgeoisie" and to engage their exploiters in open contests \vith their 
ovvn interests in Blind. (16) 'These contests consolidate the \vorkers into 
political parties, groups organized for struggle in the political arena. 'rhis is 
the agonic stage; here the proletariat exists in conscious opposition to the 
bourgeoisie. It exists for itself, therefore, inhabits a world which it knows to 
be severed and in which raw povver is recognized as the I11eanS to the only 
end that the ll1C1sses can envisage, betternlent of their own 111aterial condition 
against the threat of others. (Ibid.) 

rrhis tiorganization of the proletarians into a class, and consequently into 
a political party," is, hov/ever, constantly upset (~by con1petition between the 
workers thenlselves." The agonic stage is thus followed by sparag1noB, the 
falling apart of the proletariat into its several elelnents. This falling apart, 
ho\vever, is necessary (in I-Iegelian terITls) for the proletariat's conling to 
consciousness of its own potential unification. T'he proletariat, J\1arx said, 
"ever rises up again, stronger, firnler, 111ightier." (17) l'his recurrent rise of 
the proletariat froln the condition of dispersion into which it falls as a result 
of its agorl is aided by divisions which occnr within the bourgeoisie itself. 

The bourgeoisie, put upon by the ren1nants of the older aristocratic order 
and by elernents of itself which have bCC0111e antagonistic to it, is forced to 
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call upon the proletariat fronl time to tilue to aid it in its struggle against 
its enemies. The political education of the proletariat follows as a lllatter of 
course. Those elenlents of the aristocracy and bourgeoisie which are the vic
tims of the stronger elements within the bourgeois order sink into the con
dition of the proletariat, unite with it, make its cause their own, and "supply 
the proletariat with fresh elements of enlightenment and progress" (ibid.). 
Thus, the proletariat is gradually transformed, not only into the repository of 
the refuse of all other classes, but into the class which knows itself to be this 
repository, and hence is rendered cosmopolitan and classless in its own 
aspirations. It becomes a class which is not only in itself and for itself but in 
and for itself siiTItlltaneously, and hence is a genuinely revolutionary class, 
the class that solves the a riddle of history." This process of transformation 
was described by Marx in the following terlTIS: 

Finally, in tinies vvhen the class struggle nears the decisive hour, the process of 
dissolution going on \vithin the ruling class, in fact within the whole range of old 
society, assumes such a violent, glaring character that a small section of the ruling 
class cuts itself adrift and joins the revolutionary class, the class that holds the 
future in its hands. Just as, therefore, at an earlier period, a section of the nobility 
went over to the bourgeoisie, so now a portion of the bourgeoisie goes over to the 
proletariat, and in particular a portion of the bourgeois ideologists, \vho have 
raised themselves to the level of cOlllprehending theoretically the historical move
nlent as a whole. [Ibid.] 

And the result of this gro\vth and transformation of consciousness is that the 
proletaria t becolnes the only "really revolutionary class," a superclass, the 
class of all classes, so that, vvhile the "other classes decay and finally disappear 
in the face of lTIodern industry," the proletariat becollles the "special and 
essential product" of this industry (ibid.). The 44special and essential" nature 
of this revolutionary class will be manifested, Marx wrote, in the fact that 
the proletariat will occupy a position in society and history in which it will 
be unable to '4fortify [its] already acquired status by subjecting society at 
large to [its] po\vers of appropriation" (18). 

The proletarians cannot beconl lnasters of the productive forces of society, except 
by abolishing their o\vn previous mode of appropriation, and thereby also every 
other previous mode of appropriation. [Ibid.] 

This is because the proletariat, ironically, "[has] nothing of [its] own to 
secure and to fortify; [its] nlission is to destroy all previous securities for, 
and insurances of, individual property" (ibid.). And, when the proletariat 
comes into its own, the result will be Communism, that condition of society 
in which "the free development of each is the condition for the free develop
lnen t of all" (29). 

It is obvious that this fourfold nlovement of the proletariat is a historical 



MARX 315 

description not of the actual stages through which the proletariat had 
already passed but of the stages through \vhich Marx conceived that it lnust 
pass if the kind of society which he envisioned as the end of all historical 
develop111ent is to come to pass. What were the grounds, apart fronl the 
ll1anifestly polcInical purposes of the essay, for Marx's characterization of 
these four stages in the way he has in fact characterized thenl? 

What I have laid out in the above passages is the plot structure, in 
enlbryo, of all significant processes in history, cast in ternlS that would allow 
Marx to postulate the final stage of proletarian development as a Synecdochic 
union of parts in the whole. The analysis is cast in the Metonymical 
Blode-that is, in manifestly lllechanical, or causal, ternlS. But what is being 
described is the transfornla tion of a condition characterized originally in the 
Metaphorical 1110de, through a description of it in its MetonYluically reduced 
sta te, to that of a Synecdochic union of parts in to a whole. Marx wrote his
tory froin the standpoint of a thinker who was consciously conl111itted to the 
Metonyu1ical strategies of reducing a field of occurrences to the matrix of 
Mechanistic causal agencies which effect its transfornlatiol1s in strictly deter-
111inistic ternlS. But he cxenlpted the social order fronl cOInplete deternlina
tion by causal forces as a way of cOlllprehending the dynamics of its internal 
structural attributes. Although the whole social order follows, and is deter-
111ined in its gross configuration by, the causes operating nlechanically in 
the Base (the 11lodes of production), the internal dynalllics of the Super
structure are to be c0111prehendec1 in the lllode of Synecdochic rela tion
ships. And Conl111unisITl, in Marx's nlind, was nothing but the social order 
conceived in the mode of a perfect Synecdochic integration. 

T11e structural sin1ilarities between Marx's ll1ethod of analyzing history 
and his rnethod of analyzing COn1l1l0dities (in Chapter I of Capital) should 
be obvious. The historical record is divided into a 11lanifest and a hidden 
level of lneaning, which are related to each other as phenolnenal form to 
true content. rrhe content of history changes incrementally-that is, quanti
tatively~through changes in the ll1eans of production which require trans
fornlation in the modes of production. But the primacy of the nlodes of 
production as a causal agency, deterlnining the forms that appear in the 
Superstructure, ren1ains constant throughout all changes. The different ways 
in which Inen relate to the natural ~Torld, in their e.fforts to provide for 
species needs, determine the fornls that their social relationships ITIUSt take. 
Fundalnental alterations in the modes of production, such as the shift froIll 
Primitive COlll111unism to an agrarian systern exploiting Slave labor, or from 
the latter to a Feudal organization of the labor force, or froIll this to n10dern 
comlnercial Capitalis111, provide the criteria for delineating the various "acts" 
of the historical dran1a as viewed from a TI1acrocosmic level of conceptualiza
tion. '[he path which consciousness follows in response to these fundamental 
alterations in the ll10des of production is that from IvIetaphorical conscious
ness, through Metonynlical and Synecdochic consciollsness, to an Ironic 
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apprehension of the essentially paradoxical nature of a social organization 
which breeds poverty in the midst of plenty, war in a situation in which 
peace is possible, scarcity (both material and psychic) in the midst of affiu
ence. And this Ironic awareness of the condition of modern man prepares the 
ground for a transition of human consciousness to a new and higher (because 
it is a ll10re self-conscious) form of Metaphorical union of man with nature, 
with other rneD, and \vith hil1lself-the condition of consciousness in which 
COlnmunism becomes a realistic possibility for nlen in the next stage of 
their developll1ent. 

In short, the Ironic condition in which modern men find themselves is 
precisely silnilar to that which becomes possible, in Marx's view, once the 
fetishisll1 of gold is recognized for vvhat it truly is after one has followed the 
analysis carried out in the opening chapter of Capital. A dialectical analysis 
of the forIns of value is possible because Marx distinguished between forn1 
and content on the basis of a belief in the labor theory of value. So, too, a 
dialectical analysis of the £orIl1s of the historical process is possible because 
rVlarx distinguished between history's form and content on the basis of his 
belief in the priinacy of the Base as the agency of significant historical 
change. This dialectical analysis constitutes the forinal argument in defense 
of his unique explanation of the true 11leaning of history, and it justifies the 
elnplotinent of the historical process given in the Manifesto as an image of 
the form of history-in-general. 

But in the dranla 'Of history, as Marx actually conceived it, different actors 
dOlllinate the various acts: first Blaster and slave, then nobleman and serf, 
then bourgeoisie and proletariat. But the proletariat is endowed with a role 
and a being such as to make it the true protagonist of the whole drama, as 
that which the whole historical process fronl its beginning has been straining 
to becon1e. As ~1arx characterized the proletariat, it is obvious that for him 
it is the whole of humanity \vhich the different parts of hUI11anity in the 
historical process have been ( unsuccessfully) striving to become in their 
various incarnations. And because of the special place given to the prole
tariat, Marx \vas forced to endow the bourgeoisie itself vvith a special role in 
the historical dra111a. 

The bourgeoisie becomes, in :Nlarx's emplotment of history, the Tragic 
hero through whose fall the proletariat is raised to consciousness of its 
uniquely COl1lic destiny in world history. That is to say, by virtue of the fact 
that the proletariat is not only the victinl, but also the spectator, of the 
bourgeoisie's rise and fall, the whole historical process can be provided \vith 
a COlnic resolution as its preordained end. Just as, in Capital, the explica
tion of the forms of value vvas carried out in the interest of justifying the 
labor theory of value, so, too, in the Manifesto, the explication of the forms 
of society was carried out in the interest of justifying the imminent triumph 
of the proletariat over both society and history itself. This is what lay behind 
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Marx's relegation of what was conventionally called "history" to the status of 
ttprehistory." rYlan's trne history, he predicted, will begin only with the 
triull1ph of the proletariat over its bourgeois oppressors, the dissolution of 
class differences, the withering away of the state, and the establishn1ent of 
Socialis111 as the systen1 of exchange based upon the acceptance of the labor 
theory of value. 

€&~ M'arx's Method Applied to Concrete I-listorical Events 

Thus far, I have analyzed parts of 1'he Gernlan Ideology, the Manifesto, 
and Capital with a view toward identifying the fundan1ental structures of 
Marx's analytical 111ethod. In the course of TI1y analysis of his thought, I have 
stressed the tropological nature of what is cOlnn1only thought of as his "dia
lectical" ll1ethod. No rnatter what Marx undertook to analyze, I have sug
gested, vlhether it was stages in the evolution of society, £or111s of value, or 
forrns of socialislll itself, he was inclined to break clown the phen0l11enOn 
under study into four categories or classes, corresponding to the tropes of 
Metaphor, MetonynlY, Synecdoche, and Irony. Thus, to give yet another 
exa111ple, at the end of the Manifesto, when he classified the different fornls 
of Socialist consciousness, he spoke of four Inajor types: l~eactionary, Con
servative (or Bourgeois), Utopian, and (his own UScientific") C01l1111unist. 
The evolution of Socialist consciollsness proceeds by way of an original 
Metaphorical ([Zeactionary) type, through Nletonynlical (Bourgeois) and 
Synecdochic ( Utopian) varieties, to the crystallization of that Scientific 
brand of Socialist consciousness (his own) by which all previous for111s can 
be identified as fragn1cntary, incoll1pletc, or flawed. 1'hus, :Nlarx said, "vhile 
Utopian Socialists still "endeavor . . . to deaden the class struggle and to 
reconcile class antagoniS111S . , . ," COlnn1unists 'ifight for the attainrnent of 
the llLo111ent(lry interests of the working class ... [and] everywhere support 
every revolutionary rnovenlent against the existing social and political order 
of things" (M'anifesto, 41). l-1his passage suggests that, even in the cnthusi
aSlll of 184,8, Marx was under no illusion that the revolution of the proletariat 
could possibly be realized elt that tilne. 

COlnnlunists "Ironically" join every revolutionary 1110veUlcnt in the inter-
est of prOllloting the -ulti111ate victory of the proletariat 'Tlhis Ironic stance, 
not only with respect to the bourgeoisie, but also with respect to revolu
tionary H10venlcnts directed against it, protected :\1arx fron1 any optilnistic 
illusion that the tin1e had COB1e for the ultinlate victory. 'rhe Manifesto, 
with its call to arnlS to the proletariat, is itself an Ironic docurnent, inas-

I ~ q I' - II I} . f', - ".'- - ';i [ 1 
111UC.1 as lVlarx 11B1SC I at t le tl111C or Irs conlposltlon entertalneu revV . .lopes 

for the COJ1S1UIll1Jation of the revolution that it enthusiastically proclainlcd. 
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Marx kne\v that the revolution could not be consllmnlated, because he knew 
that the Synecdochic stage of consciousness, presupposed by the aims it envi
sioned, had not yet been attained by the proletariat of Europe. In fact, in 
The floly Family (1845), Marx had defined COlnmunism as "the positive 
abolition of private property, of hunwn self-alienation, and thus, the real 
appropriation of human nature, through and for lnan. It is therefore the 
return of I11an hinlself as a social, that is, really hUlnan, being; a c0111plete and 
conscious return which assinlilates all the wealth of previous development" 
(243-44; italics added). The whole assinlilates to itself and transforms into a 
unity the totality of the parts. 1'hat such an assimilation and transformation 
were hardly in the offing in the eruptions of 1848 \vas signaled by Marx's own 
characterization of C0111lllunist consciousness in that year as enconlpassing 
only lirnited ailTIs. It \vas further signaled in his analysis of The Class Stru.g
gles in France, 1849 to 18S0, \vritten in the latter year as a series of articles 
cOlnn1enting on the events as they evolved before him. 

In his 1891 introduction to Nlarx's The Civil War in France (1871), Engels 
relnarked on Marx's ability to grasp "clearly the character, the import, and the 
necessary consequences of great historical events, at a time when these 
events are still in progress before our eyes or have only just taken place" 
( 349). In The Class Struggles in France, Marx had characterized the revolu
tionary 1110ven1cnt of 1848 as a "tragicomedy," which served the interests of 
the proletariat only insofar as it brought into being a "powerful united 
counterrevolution" and created thereby "an opponent in combat with Wh0111, 
only, the party of revolt ripened into a really revolutionary party" (281). In 
short, here the revolution \vas depicted as serving prin1arily as a means of 
developing the consciousness of the proletariat itself, by way of negation, 
opposition, or antithesis. The creation of a counterrevolutionary party alone 
pcrlllitted the revolutionary party to define itself, in both its silnilarity to, 
and difference fron1, the counterrevolutionary party. 

J\ilarx argued, in fact, that the nature of the proletariat's consciousness 
and its actual historical condition required its defeat. For since the 

proletarians rightly regarded thenlselves as the victors of February, ... They had 
to be vanquished in the streets, they had to be shown that they \vere \vorsted as 
soon as they did not fight lvith the bourgeoisie, but against the bourgeoisie .... 
Arrns in hand, the bourgeoisie had to refute the denlands of the proletariat. And 
the real birthplace of the bourgeois republic is not the February victory; it is the 
June defeat. [303] 

'I'his uncovering of the events of June as the true birthplace of the bour
geois republic, as the defeat of its "true" enen1Y, the proletariat, which had 
fought \vith it in February to depose Louis Philippe, is rather like that 
dialectical analysis of the Money fornl of value given in Capital. That is to 
say, it is at once a reduction and a clarification through a reduction. The 
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false equivalence stated in the explicit fornl of the Metaphor '~the revolu
tion == the February uprising" is corrected by the Ironic negation "the revo
lution ~~ the triull1ph of the bourgeoisie." Thus, Marx said, 

Tl1e February revolution was the beautiful revolution, the revolution of universal 
sylnpathy, because the antagonisDls which had flared up in it against the nlon~ 
archy slumbered peacefully side by side, still undeveloped, because the social 
struggle which fODTled its background had won only an airy existence, an existence 
of phrases, or vvords. [305J 

By contrast, 

The lune revolution is the ugly revolution, the repulsive revolution, hecause deeds 
have taken the place of phrases, because the republic uncovered the head of the 
n10nster itself by striking aff the crown that shielded and concealed it. [Ibid.] 

'fhe true beneficiary, then, of the J nne uprising "vas the bourgeoisie, which, 
because it had triU111phed in Paris, now had its "self-assurance" raised all 
over Europe. Accordingly, Marx argued, the trilunph of the bourgeoisie in 
June 1848 laid the groundwork for the overthro\v of the bourgeoisie itself 
precisely because it revealed it for what it was, a 111onster. Its lllonstrOtls 
character ,vas displayed in the contradictions contained in the new constitu
tion which the COI1stituent National Assenlbly had put together. 

'The un10st c0I11prehensive contradiction of this constitution" consisted, 
according to ]\1arx, in the way it disposed political power anlong the various 
classes of F'rance. 

The classes \tvhosc social slavery the constitution is to perpetuate, proletariat, peas~ 
antry, petty bourgeoisie, it puts in possession of political power through universal 
suffrage. And frol11 the class whose old social power it sanctions, the bourgeoisie, 
it withdraws the political guarantees of this po\tver. It forces the political rule of 
the bourgeoisie into den10cratic conditions, which at every I110111ent help the hos
tile classes to victory and jeopardize the vcry foundations of bourgeois society. 
vrol11 the fanTler classes it delnands that they should not go fOf\tvard frolll political 
to social emancipation; frol11 the others that they should not go back fronl social 
to political restoration. [3 1 3] 

In sHch a contradictory situation, only a nonentity such as Louis Bonaparte 
could possibly have appealed to the broad sectors of the French electorate. 
~rhus, ironically, it happened 

that the I110St sill1ple-Inindec1 111an in France acquired the 1110st rnultifarious sig~ 

nificance. Just hecause he was nothing he could signify everything save hinlself. 

[3 1 5J 
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Thus, the condition of France under the rule of Louis Bonaparte was pre
cisely the same as that of nl0dern capitalist society under the sway of the 
"fetishism of gold." A totally vvorthless entity was identified with the inter
ests of all groups precisely because the specific interest of every group had 
been negated by constitutional 11laneuvering. French society was relegated 
to that "farcical" condition which would becolne the subject of a nlore 
comprehensive analysis in Marx's classic, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis 
Bonaparte. 

~ History as Farce 

The Eighteenth Brumaire opens with a fanlous apothegm: 

Hegel renlarks somewhere that all facts and personages of great importance in 
world history occur, as it were, t\vice. He forgot to add: the first tinle as tragedy, 
the second as farce. [320] 

rrhe coup of Louis Bonaparte is thus prefigured in the first paragraph of 
Nlarx's work as an Ironic anaclasis to the genuinely Tragic events that had 
brought Napoleon I to power in the great bourgeois revolution in 1789. 
Although French society in 1848 thought that it was carrying out the revolu
tionary prograIll of 1 789, in reality, in Marx's view, it ",,'as regressing to a 
point "behind its point of departure" (323). The whole set of events \vhich 
occurred from February 24, 1848, to Decenlber 1851 Marx characterized, as 
he had in The Class Struggles in France, as a "tragicomedy," a charade of 
revolution, \vhich left the French nation in a state of bondage luore oppres
sive than that froDl which it had been liberated in 1789-

NIoreover, Nlarx denied that one can legitimately say, Has the French do, 
that their nation was taken unavvares .... TIle riddle is not solved by such 
turns of speech, but IHerely fornlulated differently." The real problenl, he 
main tained, is to explain "how a nation of thirty-six TIlillion can be surprised 
and delivered into unresisting captivity by three swindlers" (325) 

Of course, this was not really a problem for Marx. At least, it was not an 
analytical problem, for he already knew the answer to that problenl. Marx's 
problelTI vvas a literary one; he had to present "what really happened" in a 
convincing narrative. 

IvIarx's fOfnlal ans\ver to the question '\vhat really happened" must be 
distinguished rroIn the analytical 111ethod he used to arrive at an answer to 
that question, FOflnally, Iv1arx siInply argued that Louis Bonaparte's victory 
"vas a result of bourgeois fear of the proletariat, combined with peasant 
resentrrlent of both the bourgeoisie and the proletariat (see 332, 339). rrhe 
causes of this fear on the one hand and of the resentment on the other are 
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referred to as the "material conditions" which underlay and inforlued rela
tionships an10ng the bourgeoisie, proletariat, peasantry, and the Bonapartist 
fo1'111 of govern111cnt in 1850. Here, as in the analysis of value in Capital, it 
was a ll1atter of distinguishing between the forn1 and the content of the 
phenon1enon to be analyzed. 

But the question of how these various factors coalesced to provide the 
specific forn1 of their relationship under the Second Elnpire required that 
Marx reveal the "true story" behind the events that ITlade up the chronicle of 
significan t historical occurrences in F'rance between 1848 and 1851. And, in 
turn, the disclosure of this true story required the enlplotment of the events 
as a story of a particular kind. This story had already been characterized as a 
"farce" in Marx's opening rell1arks, which ll1eans that he had cast the story in 
the Blode of Satire. '[here was, in short, nothing '}'ragic about the events of 
1848~517 in which F\ance delivered itself into the care of '~three swindlers." 
'['he events that Marx depicted as leading fro1l1 the February revolution to 
the establishI11cnt of the Second F~n1pire describe a sustained fall into a can·· 
diction of bondage unrelieved by any evidence of the kind of noble aspiration 
that ·would have pern1itted their characterization as a genuine 1'ragedy. 

T'his differs fronl Marx's characterization of the events of 1789, the activi·· 
ties of the bourgeoisie during the course of the French Revolution. Referring 
to the revolution of 1789, Marx wrote: 

But unheroic as bourgeois society is, it nevertheless took heroislll, sacrifice, terror, 
civil war, and battles of peoples to bring it into being. And in the classically austere 
traditions of the R0111an Republic its gladiators found the ideals and the art forms, 
the self~decePtions that they needed in order to conceal fronl then1selves the 
bourgeois li111itations of the content of their struggles and to keep their enthusiasrrl 
on the high plane of the great historical tragedy. [321~22; italics added] 

The bourgeois revolution of 1789 was t}'ragic because the disparity bctvveen 
ideals and realities was obscured. '[he revolution of 1848~51 was another 
l1latter. It \vas "farcical" precisely because the ideals were subordinated to 
realities" As a result, 

Instead of society having conquered a nevv content for itself, it seems that the state 
only returned to its oldest forrn, to the shanlclcssly silllple dOlllination of the saber 
and cowl. rrhis is the answer to the coup de 1nain of ]:---'cbruary 1848, given by the 
coup de tete of December 1 85 1. Easy call1e, easy go. [3 2 3] 

The establishlnent of the Second En1pire, then, represented the final 
phase of a course of events which had begun in the uprising of February 
1848. It was the datulTI to be explained, and Marx explained it by dividing its 
"history" into fOUI phases of development: the February period; the period 
of the (~onstitnent National Assenlbly, May 4, 1848-May 28, 1849; the 
period of the Legislative National Assenlbly, 1\1ay 28, 1849~Decenlber 2, 
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1851; and, finally, the Second Empire itself, vvhich lasted from DeCelTIber 2, 

1851, to its overthro\v in the days of the Paris Commune in 1871. 
Nlarx's characterization of these phases corresponds to that offered in the 

analysis of the four £orn1S of value in Capital. Thus, he described the 
February period as a "prologue to the revolution" (326) since, during this 
tiITIe, everyone involved in the uprising was inspired only by "general," not 
by specific, revolutionary aims. 

In no period do we . . . find a l110re confused 11lixture of high-flown phrases and 
actual uncertainty and clumsiness, of n10re enthusiastic striving for innovation and 
Blore deeply rooted domination of the old routine, of more apparent harmony of 
the whole society and 1110re profound estrangement of its elements. [326-27] 

The appearances and the realities of the revolutionary situation existed in 
the strongest contrast to one another, but were not perceived to be such-in 
the saIne way that, in the Elenlentary form of value, the disparity between 
content and forn1 is obscured, to the detriment of the former. Thus, all of 
the "elements that had prepared or determined the revolution . . . provi
sionally found their place in the February government" (326). "Every party 
construed [the revolution] in its own way." The proletariat, having secured 
arlTIS at last, "in1pressed its stan1p upon it and proclaimed it to be a social 
republic," thereby indicating the "general content of the lllodern revolu
tion," but one vvhich, in the circumstances, "was in most singular contra
diction to everything that. . . could be immediately realized in practice" 
( ibid. ). Nleanwhile, the old powers of society regrouped themselves, "assem
bled, reflected, and found unexpected support in the mass of the nation, 
the peasants and the petty bourgeois, who all at once stormed onto the 
political stage" (327). 

This contrast bet\veen the ideal of the revolution and what "could be 
in11nediately realized in practice" corresponds to the "form" of value and its 
true "content" as set forth in Capital. The true content of the situation in 
February 1848 is nlasked by a general condition of consciousness which 
might be called Metaphorical in a strict sense. vVhat is hidden is also present, 
but present in a distorted fornl. The true content of the revolution is to be 
found in the lTIaterial conditions which made the February uprising possible, 
but this content exists in contradiction to the forms of social action present 
on the scene in 1848. That this was implicitly recognized by the parties of 
the revolution is shown by the fact that the February regime was designated 
as "provisional." "Nothing and nobody," Marx said, 4tventured to lay claim 
to the right of existence and of real action" (326). The condition of stasis 
into which the nation fell after the success of the coup against Louis Philippe 
was evidence enough for Marx of the existence of a practical contradiction 
which could be resolved only by force. 
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And it was resolved, according to Marx, during the second phase, the 
period of the Constituent National Assen1bly, which lasted froill May 4, 
1848, to May 28, 1849, the period of the "bourgeois republic ... , a living 
protest against the pretensions of the February days" (327). The function 
of the l'~ational Assenlbly, Ivlarx said, was "to reduce the result of the revolu
tion to the bourgeois scale" (ibid.; italics added). In short, the purpose of 
the second phase \vas to resolve the contradictions contained in the first 
phase by reducing the general content of the revolution to a particular 
content, the general rule to that of the bourgeoisie. 

The denlands of the Paris proletariat are utopian nonsense, to which an end nlust 
be put. 1'0 this declaration of the Constituent National Asselnbly the Paris pro
letariat replied with the June insurrection, the Illost colossal event in the history of 
European civil wars. [Ibid.] 

But, ironically, this ll10St "colossal event in the history of European civil 
wars" was historically significant, in Marx's estiInation, prinlarily because of its 
failure. Only by the defeat of the proletariat \vould the proletariat prevail. 

'I11e bourgeois republic triun1phed. On its side, stood the aristocracy of finance, 
the industrial bourgeoisie, the ll1iddle class, the petty bourgeois, the army, the 
IUll1pen-proletariat organised as the Mobile Guard, the intellectual lights, the 
clergy, and the rural population. On the side of the Paris proletariat stood none 
but itself. More than three thousand insurgents were butchered after the victory, 
and fifteen thousand were transported without trial. With this defeat the pro
letariat passes into the background of the revolutionary stage. [327~28] 

The defeat of the June insurgents was thus characterized as a lanlentable, 
but hardly 'rragic, event, inaS111Uch as their resistance to the bourgeoisie was 
not inforn1ed by a clear notion of their ain1s or by any realistic assessn1ent 
of their prospects for victory. Little wonder, in Marx's view, that atten1pts to 
revive the proletarian cause were consistently frustrated. The proletariat 
"seenls unable either to rediscover revolutionary greatness in itself or to win 
new energy fronl the connections [with other groups] newly entered into, 
until all classes ,,"ith which it contended in June therllselves lie prostrate 
beside it" (328) ~until, in short, all classes have beC0111e one with it. 1'he 
fact that the proletariat "at least ... succumbs with the honors of the 
great world-historical struggle" cannot obscure the more inlportant fact that 
its defeat "leveled the ground on which the bourgeois republic could be 
founded and built up" (ibid.). The reductive nature of the bourgeois order 
is revealed in the fact that, for it, "Society is saved just as often as the 
circle of its rulers contracts, as a 1110re exclusive interest is rnaintained against 
a wider one" (329). 
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The evolution of bourgeois society was marked by the systematic betrayal 
of the ideals on behalf of which it had prosecuted the revolution of 1789. 
These very ideals, when appealed to by spokesmen for the proletariat, seeking 
to gain for their constituency the same "liberties" and "organs of progress" 
that had brought the bourgeoisie to power, ,vere now branded as "socialis
tic." Its own ideals were rej·ected as a threat to the "class rule" which the 
bourgeoisie sought to establish. But, ironically, Marx pointed. out, the bour
geoisie did not realize that t'its own parliamentary regime, that its political 
rule in gcneral/' would be regarded as "socialistic" by those elements in its 
own ranks which now desired "tranquility" above all (332). The bourgeoi
sie, once the champion of competition, discussion, debate, rule by majority, 
and so 011, could no longer countenance these processes insofar as they were 
delllanded by others. It therefore necessarily rejected these along with its 
commitnlent to the ideals of "liberty, equality, and fraternity" and to the 
principle of parliamentary deillocracy. Ironically, 

by now stignlatizing as "socialistic" what it had previously extolled as "liberal," the 
bourgeoisie confesses that its own interests dictate that it should be delivered froll1 
the danger of its own rule; that in order to restore tranquility in the country its 
bourgeois Parlian1ent must, first of all, be given its quietus; that in order to pre
serve its social power intact its social power must be broken; that the individual 
bourgeois can continue to exploit the other classes, ... only on condition that this 
class be conden1ned ... to ... political nullity; that in order to save its purse it 
must forfeit the crown, and the sword that is to safeguard it must be at the same 
tilne hung over its own head as a s\vord of Dalnocles. [333] 

This series of ironic inversions provided the dramatic principle by which 
~Aarx "dialectically" explicated the self-destructive operations of both the 
bourgeoisie and the proletariat which serve the "cunning of history." The 
transition frolll the first to the second phase of the revolution is a transition 
fronl a Metaphorical to a MetonYlnical nlode of existence. In the second, or 
bourgeois, phase, "society" is Metonynlically identified with the "bourgeoi
sie"; the part has taken the place of the whole. "The parliamentary republic, 
together \vith the bourgeoisie, takes possession of the entire stage; it enjoys 
its existence to the full (ibid.). But on December 2, 1851, this republic was 
buried, t'to the acconlpaniment of the anguished cry of the royalists in coali
tion: 'Long live the republic!''' (333-34) And it was buried by Louis Bona
parte, who provided the transition fro111 the MetonYlnical to the Synecdochic 
(Generalized) phase of the revolution. Marx described the transition thus: 

In Parliament the nation made its general will the law, that is, it n1ade the law of 
the ruling classes its general will. Before the executive power it renounces all will 
of its ovvn and submits to the superior cOlnnland of an alien will, to authority. The 
executive power, in contrast to the legislative power, expresses the heteronomy of 
the nation, in contrast to its autonomy. [336] 



This '~execl1tive power" (Bonaparte) stood with respect to the French 
nation, \vith its various classes, as linen did to all other COlll111odities in 
Marx's analysis of the Generalized forn1 of value in Capital. Thus, Marx 
wrote: 

France, therefore, seen1S to have escaped the despotisrn of a class only to fall back 
beneath the despotis111 of an individual. [Ibid.] 

But, ironically, it had fallen back beneath the authority of Han individual 
without authority_ 111e struggle seenlS to be settled in such a way that all 
classes, equally ilnpotcnt and equally lTIute, fall on their knees before a 
rifle butt" (ibid.). rrhus, the 4~total," or "Extended," condition of class con
flict, characteristic of the bourgeois republic, now gave place to the "Gen~ 
eralized" condition of the bourgeois dictatorship, and in such a way that, 
vvhile caBling to the fore as the dOIllinant class of society, the bourgeoisie 
was stripped of that very political power to which it had aspired in 1789. 
All political power was vested in a single individual, Bonaparte: "As against 
civil society, the state ll1achine has consolidated itself so thoroughly that 
[Bonaparte] suffices for its head" (337). 

J\!larx argued that Bonaparte's success depended upon support of the slllal1-
holding peasants of France, but he noted that this success was not attended 
by the ascent of this class to political power. In mnch the saBle way that, 
in the analysis of the £orll1s of value, the fetishisl1l of gold succeeded the 
C;eneralized forn1 of value, in the succession of political £OfI11S, the fctishislll 
of Bonaparte succeeded the Generalized fornl of political power represented 
by the presidential office occupied by Bonaparte. Bonaparte, "an adventurer 
blo\vn in froI11 abroad, raised on the shield of a drunken soldiery, which he 
has bought with liquor and sausages" (ibid.), not only betrayed the peasan
try but all other orders as well. l-looking upon hinlself "as the representative 
of the Iniddle class, ... he is s0111ebody solely due to the fact that he has 
broken the political power of the n1iddle class and daily breaks it anew" 
(345). Looking upon hirnself as "the representative of the peasants" and of 
the "lu1l1pen"proletariat," he betrayed thelTI also, insisting that they must 
learn to be happy "within the fran1C of bourgeois society" (346 ). 

Bonaparte's progran1 was a lnasterpiece of duplicity and contradiction. 
l'he French bourgeoisie were right, then, when they proclain1ed (as Marx 
has thelll say): "()nly the chief of the Society of Deceu1ber 10 can still save 
bourgeois society! Only theft can still save property; only perjury, religion; 
only bastardy, the farnily; disorder, order!" (345). rIlle same &'absurdidity" 
\vhich ~Marx subsequently ascribed to the ttfetishisl11 of gold n ,vas here 
ascribed to a vvhole society. rfhus, for exan1ple, he wrote with reference to 
Bonaparte's contradictory relationship to the various classes of society: 

'l'he contradictory task of the Ulan explains the contradictions of his governrnent, 
the confused gropilig about which seeks nov.; to ,vin, now to h tUTlilia te first one 
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class and then another and arrays all of them uniformly against him, whose practi
cal uncertainty forms a highly comical contrast to the imperious, categorical style 
of the governmental decrees, a style which is faithfully copied from his uncle. 

[346] 

The contradictions of Bonaparte's regilne are precisely analogous to the con
tradictions vvhich inforn1, and render congeni tally unstable, the Money form 
of value. And this is vvhat pernlitted Marx to predict, with perfect self
confidence, the regime's ultilnate dissolution. Marx ended The Eighteenth 
Brunlaire with a characterization of the regime which presaged the judgment 
he "vould render on it retrospectively in his Civil Wars in France in 1871 . 

The Eighteenth Brunlaire ends thus: 

Driven by the contradictory demands of his situation and being at the same time, 
like a conjurer, under the necessity of keeping the public gaze fixed on himself, ... 
by springing constant surprises, that is to say, under the necessity of executing a 
coup d'etat en 171iniature every day, Bonaparte throvvs the entire bourgeois eCOll
OillY into confusion, violates everything that seelned involable to the Revolution 
of 1848, nlakes some tolerant of revolution, others desirous of revolution, and pro
duces actual anarchy in the nanle of order, while at the same time stripping its 
halo from the entire state Inechanisn1, profanes it and lllakes it at once loathsoD1e 
and ridiculous. [348] 

In 1871, then, all that "vas needed to lay bare the "rottenness" both of the 
regime and of the society \vhich it pretended to serve was the prick of the 
Prl1ssian bayonet (The Civil Wars in France, 365). The disintegration of 
this "farcical" fOrlTI of governI11ent \vas inevitably followed by its "direct 
antithesis" -that is to say, the Paris Comn1une-which launched French 
society on a ne\v cycle of development. 

rrhe COlnn1une also launched the proletariat on a new cycle of consciolls
ness. Thus, 1\!Iarx wrote in The Civil Wars in France: 

The cry of "social republic," with which the revolution of February was ushered 
in by the Paris proletariat, did not express a vague aspiration after a republic that 
\vas not only to supersede the ll10narchical fonn of class rule, but class rule itself. 
The COll1n1unc \vas [thus] the positive forn1 of that republic. [Ibid.] 

The positiveness of the called-for "social republic" was reflected, Marx 
argned, in its attempts to constrnct a social order greater than the sum of 
the parts vvhich lllade it up. Thus, for exan1ple, the COlnnlune was "emphat
ically international" (373), admitting 'laB foreigners to the honor of dying 
for its in11110rtal cause" (374). l\!Iarx even went so far as to assert that crime 
was virtually unkno\vn in Paris during its heyday: 44No more corpses in 
the rnorgue, no nocturnal burglaries, scarcely any robberies" (376). In COll-
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trast to the decadent renlnants of the fornler regime, now gathered at 
Versailles and endeavoring to subvert the COlnnlune, Paris was a virtual 
paradise: "Opposed to the new world at Paris behold the old world at 
Versailles .... Paris all truth, Versailles all lie; and that lie vented through 
the 1110Uth of r fhiers" (377). In Paris during the COlnnlune, a group of Blen 
succeeded for a llloment in creating, according to Marx, a nlodel of what 
the C0111111unist society of the future would look like. As Engels wrote in 
1891: "'VeIl and good, gentlelnen: do you want to know what [the dictator
ship of the proletariat] looks like? Look at the Paris Comnlune. That was the 
dictatorship of the proletariat" (362). 

Yet, here, as in 1848, the revolution was predestined to defeat, not only 
because the ll1uterial conditions were not yet right for the establishnlent of a 
COIDITIUnist society, but also because Uthe majority of the COlllIDune was in 
110 wise socialist, nor could it be" (Marx to F. D0I11ela-Nieuwenhl1is, 1881, 
391 ). 'rhe cry for a "social republic" was only a Metaphor, containing \vithin 
it an unspecified content, which was ';~socialisn1," but w"hich appeared under 
the vague designation of ~~class rule." '[he idea of the Cornmune vvould have 
to undergo the agon of Metonymical reduction before it could ell1erge puri
fied and selfconsciously Socialist in its next incarnation. 'fhe 'TIlird F .. epub
lie, established by the force of Prussian arn1S, was the social forn1 that this 
reduction took. Its contradictions were not less glaring than those of the 
Second Enlpire, which it supplanted. And it was not rnore stable. If any
thing, it was even lllore ITlorbid, existing as it did as an uneasy cOlnpron1isc 
between a frightened bourgeoisie and a proletariat grown n10re self-con-
scious of itself as a revolutionary class, for having the historical experience of 
the C0111mUne to dra\h/ upon for inspiration. rI11at it would becoITle 11lore 
"absurd" in the course of tilllC, lVIarx did not doubt at all. It "vas as fated to 
absurdity as that econornic systenl which confused value with gold. 

(~cn lclusion 

I can novv SlllTIlnarizc l\;1arx's idea of history, conceived as both a ll1ethod of 
ClIlalysis and a strategy of representation. I have indicated that, in illy 

view, Marx's vie\v of history has t\VO di111Cnsions, Of two axes of conceptuali
zation: one Synchronic, having to do with the tilneless relationships pre
SUTI1cd to exist between the Base and the Superstructure; the other dia
chronic, having to do "vith the transfOflnations that occur over tilne in both 
of these. Marx broke \vith I-lege} in his insistence that the fundanlental 
ground of historical being is nature, rather than consciousness, and in his 
conviction that the publicly sanctioned forn1s of consciousness are deterlnined 
in a Mechanistic way by the 1110des of production of which they are reflec-
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tions. This causal relationship is unilinear and is conceived to be irremissible 
throughout history_ He remained one with Hegel, however, in his use of the 
"dialectical" ll1ethod to analyze the succession of forms appearing in the 
Superstructure. Here his categories are the same as Hegel's, and his concep
tion of the relationships an10ng the entities classified under their rubrics is 
identical. Hegelian "logic" is thus rernanded to the task of analyzing the fun
damental forms of human self-conceptualization and the social III a trices 
within which these forllls of self-conceptualization gain public accreditation. 
Moreover, both the categories used to characterize the forms and matrices 
and those used to characterize relations among them were derived from 
Marx's perception of the essentially tropological nature of the categories of 
Hegel's Logic. The types of human self-conceptualization and the social 
projections of such conceptualizations are given in, and are ultimately limited 
to, the Illodes of characterizing reality provided by language in general, as 
are the n10dalities of transforn1ation of these types and projections. Meta
phor, Metonymy, Synecdoche, and Irony offer not only the 111eans of hU111an 
self-conceptualization but also the categories of analysis by which such self
conceptualizations are to be comprehended as stages in the history of any 
aspect of the Superstructure. vVhether Marx was analyzing a micro-event, 
such as the revolution of 1848-51 in France, or a macro-event, such as the 
whole evolution of hUl11anity, he always fell back upon tropology as the 
basis for his ca tegoriza tion of classes of events and the stages through which 
they pass in their evolution from an inaugural to a terminal condition. 

So, too, as in Hegel, the tropes provided the basis for Marx's fourfold 
analysis, in dran1atistic terms, of sets of historically significant phenomena. 
The plot structure of every historically significant sequence of events-from 
pathos, through agon and sparagnl'os, to anagnorisis~represents a movement 
either to\vard liberation or toward bondage, toward a "Romantic" tran
scendence of the world of experience or toward an "Ironic" condition of 
bondage. But Marx denied both extremes; mankind is indentured neither 
to total bondage nor to perfect transcendence. His historical vision, like that 
of Hegel, oscillated between apprehensions of the Tragic outcolne of every 
act of the historical dran1a and c01l1prehensions of the Comic outcome of 
the process as a \vhole. For Marx, as for Hegel, humanity achieves the 
condition of a Comic reconciliation, with itself and with nature, by means 
of Tragic conflicts vvhich, in then1selves, appear to offer nothing more than 
the consolations of a philosophical comprehension of their nobility. T1hus, 
just as in his aexplanations" of history Marx lTIoved between a Mechanistic 
and an Organicist mode of argulnent, so, in his "representations" of it, he 
I110ved bet\veen a Tragic and a COITlic conception of its fundamental fornl. 

This twofold ll10ven1ent distinguishes the Radical from the Conservative 
historian (it distinguishes both Hegel and Marx from Ranke), even though 
both kinds of historian end \vith a COlnic conception of the \vhole historical 
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process. Hegel and Marx took conflict seriously in a way that Ranke did not. 
Both Hegel and JVlarx knew that things are never for the best in the best of 
all possible worlds, that mankind sustains genuine losses and 111utilations in 
its efforts to realize itself against a cosmos that is as intractable as it is, at 
different times and places, unknowable. But that CaSInos can, in their esti~ 
Illation, be known; the laws which govern it can be progressively discerned. 
But the laws governing the caSIllas can be known only through practice, 
through action, through heroic~not to say Pronlethean~assertions of will. 
Such assertions arc as dangerous to individuals and groups as they are prob
lenlatical. 'rhey carry vvith thenl the possibility of genuinely rrragic failure 
and defeat. But, if they are truly heroic in their aspiration, Blen can con~ 
tribute through their failures and defeats to the hunlan knowledge of the 
laws that govern both nature and history. And their knowledge of such 
la\vs provides the basis for the hU111an transcendence of the linlitations they 
lay upon hUlnanity. 

The charge conventionally leveled against Marx by Liberal and Conserva
tive historians, that of being crudely reductionist, can thus be seen to be not 
even half true. On the contrary, Marx was anything but redllctionist in his 
111ethod, even though his conception of history was governed by a vision of 
the integrative trends discernible in its ll1acrocosrnic dinlensions. If anything, 
Ranke was IIluch l1l0re redllctionist than Marx, llluch Blore the captive of a 
Inyth, even though his work appears to have been directed to the apprecia~ 
tion of historical phenomena in their particularity and uniqueness. As a 
Blatter of fact, it should by now be obvious that the penchant for dispersive 
strategies of representation, as against integrative ones, represents an ideologi
cal bias neither less nor lllorc conceptually overdeternlined than that which 
inspired Marx in his quest for the solution to "the riddle of history." 1'0 
conclude, as Burckhardt did, that history is not susceptible to rational analy
sis, except in ternlS of the 1110St general categories, and that its processes can 
never be cOlnprehendcd as anything more than a sequence of "lnetastatic" 
transfornlations, is neither ITlore nor less I11ythopoeic than the conclusions to 
which J\!Iarx was led by his reflections on history. The belief that the lnean
ing of history is that it has no 11leaning, or that it is illegitin1ate to con~ 
ceptualize it in such a way as to give a specific nleaning to it, is not 
111erely a cognitive judglTlent; it is also an ideological one. vVhat Marx 
sought to do was to provide an analytical nlethod and a strategy of represen
tation which would perlnit hin1 to write about history in the active, rather 
than the passive, voice. rrhe active voice is the voice of Radicalism. But 
Marx's Radicalism was that of the Left, and was distinguishable fronl its 
rightwing counterpart by its insistence that history is no Inore a Inystery in 
principle than is nature itself, that the study of history yields laws by which 
one can cOlnprehend both its nleaning and its general direction of develop
IIlent. It thereby positions the reader in a situation of choice between possi-
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ble alternatives without specifying what his decision in a given situaton has 
to be. More important, it places the reader in a position in which, whatever 
choice he makes, he is forced to make it in a condition of self-consciousness 
more profound than if he had made his decision in the Rankean apprehen
sion of things working out for the best no matter what one does or the 
Burckhardtian belief that, whatever one does, it does not matter. 
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~~ Introduction 

NIETZSCHE: THE POETIC DEFENSE OF 

HISTORY IN THE METAPHORICAL 

MODE 

In historical thought, as in ahnost everything else in nineteenth-century cul
tural activity, Friedrich Nietzsche n1arked a turning point, for he rejected 
the categories of historical analysis \h/hich historians had used since the 
1830S and denied the reality of any such thing as a historical process upon 
which those categories could be turned. This is not to say that Nietzsche had 
no interest in historical questions. ()n the contrary, most of his philosophical 
works are based in the consideration of historical problellls, and most of then1 
could even be considered historical in their methods. For exanlple, The Birth 
of Tragedy out of the Spirit of Music (1871) is not only an essay on the 
aesthetics of Tragedy but-perhaps more important-also a history of the rise 
and fall of the Tragic spirit in Classical Greece; and The Genealogy of 
Morals (1887) is not only a proleg0111enOn to a nihilistic ethics but also~and 
again rnore in1portant~a bold and original essay on the history of the ideas 
of good and evil in Western civilization. Moreover, ll10st of Nietzsche's 
works contain a discourse on, or extensive references to, historical conscious
ness, criticisnls of conventional historical thought, and suggestions for turning 
historical ideas to creative purposes. Thus, there was more than just a grain 
of truth in the remark that Burckhardt made to r~ietzsche in 1882: "funda-
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mentally of course you are always teaching history" (Burckhardt, Briefe, 
42 7). 

Yet Nietzsche's idea of history was as little appreciated by professional 
historians as Hegel's, not because his reflections on history were clouded by a 
technical language of the sort used by Hegel, but because his meaning was 
all too clear and all too obviously threatening to professional conceptions of 
history's competence. Nietzsche's purpose was to destroy belief in a histori
cal past froll1 which Inen Inight learn any single, substantial truth. For 
Nietzsche-as for Burckhardt-there were as many "truths" about the past as 
there were individual perspectives on it. In his view, the study of history 
ought never to be merely an end in itself but should always serve as a 
means to some vital end or purpose. Men looked at the world in \\Tays that 
conformed to the purposes which motivated then1; and they required differ
ent visions of history to justify the various projects which they had to under
take in order to realize their humanity fully. Basically, therefore, Nietzsche 
divided the ways in ,vhich men looked at history into two kinds: a life-deny
ing kind, which pretended to find the single eternally true, or "proper," \yay 
of regarding the past; and a life-a'flirming kind, which encouraged as many 
different visions of history as there were projects for winning a sense of self 
in individual hunlan beings. The desire to believe that there was one, eter
nally true, or "proper," idea of history was, in Nietzsche's opinion, another 
vestige of the Christian need to believe in the one, true God-or of Chrisit
anity's secular counterpart, Positivist science, \vith its need to believe in a 
single, con1plete, and cOlnpletely true body of natural laws. To both of these 
essentially constrictive conceptions of truth and to their equivalents in 
art~Romanticisn1 and Naturalism-Nietzsche opposed his own conception 
of the relativity of every vision of the real. 

Nietzsche was not, however, cut off from the art and science of his time. 
Fronl the very beginning he accepted the nihilistic implications of both. 
He celebrated Positivist science's establishment of the essential n1eaningless
ness of the natural process and Symbolist art's conception of the ultimately 
constructivist nature of any fonn, meaning, or content which 111en seemed 
to have found in the world. To Nietzsche the form, meaning, and content 
of all science and all religion were aesthetic in origin, products of a human 
need to flee from reality into a dreanl, to itnpose order on experience in the 
absence of any substantive meaning or content. He held all "truths" to be 
perversions of the original aesthetic impulse, perversions insofar as they took 
the dream for the formless reality and tried to freeze life in the form pro
vided by the dream. The aesthetic inlpulse was dynamic in nature-I would 
say dialectical-moving restlessly between the dream and the reality, con
stantly dissolving atrophied dreanls through renewed contacts with the prirnal 
chaos and generating new dreallls to sustain the ,vill to life. The highest 
kind of art, Tragedy, effected this dialectical movement from dream to reality 
and back to dream self-consciously, keeping the accesses to the life force 
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open, but allowing the release of those forces in hU111anly assilnilable quanta 
of energy. 

When I'-Jietzsche reflected on history, therefore, he was always concerned 
to determine how history itself could be transformed into a similarly creative 
forlll of dreanling, hO\\1, in short, it could be tranSIlluted into a kind of 
'fragic art. He shared this concern with Hegel; but ultimately Nietzsche 
differed froin Hegel in his conception of \vhat 'rragedy teaches. For l'~ie

tzsche, Tragedy offers no "superior point of view," as Hegel thought, but is 
characterized by the impulse to dissolve all such points of view before they 
harden into life-restricting concepts. TIlliS envisaged, Nietzsche's reflections 
on history are an extension of his reflections on 1'ragec1y. If we are to 
understand the ainl of his "Use and Abuse of History" (1874), we must 
first understand sOlnething of the work out of which it gre\v, The Birth of 
Tragedy. 

~~ Myth and flistory 

In 1886 Nietzsche wrote a new preface to 1-rhe Birth ol Tragedy, which had 
originally appeared in 1871. '[he preface was entitled "Versuch einer Sclb~ 
stkritik~' (Essay in Self-criticis111), and in it Nietzsche nalned the two points 
of view which, in retrospect, he could see had been the trne targets of his 
youthful polenlic. These targets were Irony and ROlllanticisl11. "I \vas then," 
N'ictzsche said, "beginning to take hold of a dangerous problenl . . . the 
problenl of scholarly investigation. For the first tinle in history somebody had 
COIne to grips with scholarship!" (5). He viewed Irony as the principal 
attribute of scholars; under the guise of "the 'inquiring I11ind,'" Irony had 
been spread over the whole \vorlc1 of thought and inlagination as "a clever 
bulwark erected against the truth" (4-5). "Had this perhaps been your se'" 
cret, great Socrates?" Nietzsche asked. "Most secretive of ironists, had this 
been your deepest irony?" (5) As for ROlllanticism, it had been incarnated 
for the young Nietzsche in Richard Wagner and his ll111sic. 'I'he intervening 
years, however, had taught ~~ietzsche at least one thing: "to adopt a hopeless 
and 111erciless attitude toward that 'Gernlan telnper,' ditto toward Gerlnan 
music, vvhich I now recognize for what it really is: a thoroughgoing rOlnan
ticisIll, the least Greek of all art fornls, and, over and above that, a drug of 
the worst sort" (1 3) 0 

l'he narne of Nietzsche is of course associated \\lith that rebirth of interest 
in lllythic thinking which occurred at the end of the last century, and cspe~ 
cially with the 11lyth of '''eternal return," which Nietzsche opposed to the 
Christian ll1yth of reclelnption and the bourgeois doctrine of progress. Lowith, 
for exalnple, insists that, although the myth of eternal recurrence was set 
forth in The J Oyflll W isdoln only as the basis of an ethical ilnperative, in 
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Thus Spoke Zarathustra, the idea was offered as "a lnetaphysical truth" 
(Meaning, 216-17). In fact, L6with says, the doctrine of eternal recurrence 
forn1s "the fundan1ental thought in [Nietzsche's] latest work" (219). 

Another view of Nietzsche's thought sees him as the creator of another 
myth, that of the endless exchange between the Dionysiac and Apollonian 
faculties in Iuan, and hence as the defender of a dualistic philosophy, a 
Manichean conception of life which is not cyclical in its whole lllovement, 
but open-ended, an oscillation :in place. 

Both views are plausible, and each has its implications for a proper under
standing of Nietzsche's thought about history. But I contend that neither the 
doctrine of eternal recurrence nor that of the Dionysiac-Apollonian dualism 
leads to an understanding of Nietzsche's thought about historical existence, 
historical knowledge, and the historical process. The two myths are products 
of a prior critique of historical knowledge, the results of Nietzsche's efforts, 
first of all, to translate history in to an art, and, second, to translate aesthetic 
vision into an apprehension of life in Tragic and C'omic terms simultane
ously_ 

Nietzsche's purpose as a philosopher was to transcend Irony by freeing 
consciousness from all Metonymical apprehensions of the world (which bred 
the doctrines of 111echanical causality and a dehumanizing science) on the 
one hand and all Synecdochic sublimations of the world (vvhich bred the 
doctrines of "higher" causes, gods, spirits, and morality) on the other, and 
to return consciousness to the enjoYlnent of its Metaphorical powers, its 
capacity to "frolic in inlages," to entertain the world as pure phenomena, 
and to liberate, thereby, n1an's poetic consciousness to an activity more pure, 
for being lllore self-conscious, than the naive Metaphor of primitive man. 

Thus, in The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche opposed two kinds of false 
Tragic sensibility: that which interprets the Tragic vision in the Ironic mode, 
and that which interprets it in the Romantic mode. His demolition of these 
two false conceptions of Tragic consciousness provided him vvith the means 
of reinterpreting Tragedy as a combination of Dionysiac and Apollonian 
insights, as Tragic apprehensions of the world being discharged in Comic 
con1prehensions of it-and the reverse. His relnarks on historical conscious
ness, scattered throughout all his vvorks, but addressed most profoundly in 
"The Use and Abuse of History" and The Genealogy of Morals, were meant 
to carry out the san1e surgical operation on the historical thought of his own 
tinle. History, like Tragedy, has its false as well as its true, its killing as well 
as its liberating, aspects. And we shall see that, for Nietzsche, the false 
varieties were Ironic and Romantic, while the true version was that COIll

bination of Tragedy and COInedy vvhich he tried to effect in The Birth of 
Tragedy out of the Spirit of Music. 

Marx had sought to reintroduce the concepts of law and causation into 
historical reflection, but in such a way as to make possible a heroic confronta
tion of the evils of his own present and a hopeful projection of man into 
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his possible future. Nietzsche was 1110tivated by the sanle desire for a rebirth 
of heroisITl in an age of ll1cdiocrity and cultural resignation, and he was 
concerned to re-establish, on new grounds, a basis for an optinlistic projec
tion of Ulan into a future. But his strategy was precisely the opposite of 
Nlarx's. For, whereas 1\1:arx tried to justify a ProTIlethean conception of 
hU111anity's tasks for the future by a revision of the concepts of law and 
causality in history, Nietzsche tried to achieve this sanle kind of justification 
through the delTIolition of these very concepts. 

At the beginning of what he called his lTIOSt "historical" work, The Gene~ 
(zlogy of Morals, Nietzsche said: '~Fortl1nately I learned in good tinle to 
divorce the theological prej udice fro111 the illoral and no longer to seek the 
origin of evil behind the world" (151). Most of the killing illusions of lllOd
ern, no less than of prilnitive, man arose as a result of a tendency toward 
Metonynlical reductions of events into agencies, or of "phenolllena;' into 
,,(, . f . "r: . • 1 " 1" 1 I11anl estatlons or 11l1aglnea nOUl11ena su )stances. 

For, just as popular superstition divorces the lightning f1'o111 its brilliance, viewing 
the latter as an activity whose subject is the lightning, so does popular 1110rality 
divorce strength frOITI its 11lanifestations, as though there were behind the strong 
a neutral agent, free to 111anifest its strength and contain it. But no such agent 
exists; there is no "being" behind the doing, acting, becollling; the "doer" has 
sinlply been added to the deed by the inlagination~the doing is everything. The 
COIll111on l1lan actually doubles the doing by nlaking the lightning flash; he states 
the sanle event once as canse and then again as effect. TIle natural scientists are 
no better when they say that "energy l11oves," "energy causes." For all its detach~ 
ment and freedoITI froin cnlotion, our science is still the dupe of linguistic habits; 
it has never yet got rid of those changelings called "subjects." [178~79] 

To dissolve belief in these ilnagined nOU111ena, substances, spiritual agents, 
and the like, \vas Nietzsche's principal aim as a philosopher. To expose the 
illusions produced by \\That was, in the end, only a linguistic habit, to free 
consciousness frolll its own powers of illusion-ulaking, so that the inlagina
tion could once Blore "frolic in inlages" without hardening those inlages 
into life-destroying "concepts" ~these were Nietzsche's supreme goals as a 
teacher of his age. 

rfhe Bl0st dangerous of these life-destroying concepts are those vvhich con
stitute the basis of all morality: good and evil. By nleans of Metonymy men 
create agents and agencies behind phenonlena; by Ineans of Synecdoche 
they endow these agents and agencies with specific qualities, and most espe
cially the quality of being sonlething other than what they are. It is slnall 
wonder, Nietzsche said, that "repressed and smoldering emotions of venge
ance and hatred" take advantage of the superstition of noulnenal beings 
behind phen0111ena and "in fact espollse no belief 1110re ardently than it is 
within the discretion of the strong to be weak, of the bird of prey to be a 
lamb" (179). By this "sublime sleight of hand which gives weakness the 
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appearance of a free choice and one's natural disposition the distinction of 
lnerit" (180), the weak are identified as the strong, the rancorous as the 
generolls of spirit, and the "evil" as the agood." 

In Nietzsche's view, the suprenlely "Ironical" nature of his own age had at 
last exposed these sleights of hand as nothingbllt manipulations of language 
for the benefit of the \veak of the earth. As a result, the age stood poised on 
the brink of chaos, confronted the prospect of a nihilism Blare terrifying than 
anything that primitive man lnay be supposed to have confronted at the dawn 
of human consciousness. As he said at the end of The Birth of Tragedy: 

Here we have our present age, the result of a Socratislll bent on the extermination 
of lnyth. Man today, stripped of ll1yth, stands famished among all his pasts and 
must dig frantically for roots, be it among the B10st relnote antiquities. What does 
our great historical hunger signify, our clutching about us of countless other cul
tures, our consulning desire for knowledge, if not the loss of myth, of a mythic 
home, the ll1ythic \vomb? [137] 

The vaunted "historical consciousness" of the age was thus a symptoIll of 
the triu111ph of the Ironic lllode of comprehending the world. But it was 
also more. For ~'historical consciousness," Nietzsche argued, is itself one of 
the sustaining powers of the current illness, the basis of "morality" itself. 

The Birth of Tragedy ends with a discussion of the opposition of the 
"historical sense" to "lllvthic" consciousness. Nietzsche wanted to free man 

j 

not from myth but from those "illusions" of \vhich "history" or the "histori-
1 " . ca_ process \vas representatIve. 

It l11ay be clain1ed that a nation, like an individual, is valuable only insofar as it is 
able to give to everyday experience the stalnp of the eternal. Only by doing so can 
it express its profound, if unconscious, conviction of the relativity of tilne and the 
metaphysical meaning of life. The opposite happens when a nation begins to view 
itself historically and to demolish the mythical bulwarks that surround it. [139] 

Such terms as "history" and "historical process" were "fictions," which 
Nietzsche rigorously distinguished fron1 "myth." His purpose was to deter
TIline the extent to vvhich man could once more, but this time self-con
sciously, re-enter the world of mythic apprehensions and reclaim the free
dom v:;hich Nletaphorical consciousness alone permits to human life. 

TIle second essay of The Genealogy of Morals begins with a discussion of 
the phenolnenology of "promising" -that is to say, the human process of 
i~remembering" an oath or an obligation across time, of carrying into "the 
present" a commitment made in "the past" so that this present becomes, not 
a "future," but a recapitulation of that earlier "past." Nietzsche opposed to 
this power of "remembering" the power of "forgetting" or "oblivion." This 
po\ver, he said, permits lllan to "shut ten1porarily the doors and \vindows of 
consciousness" to distracting Inemories of past states, so that he can "go into" 
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his present freely, can respond to, and take action in, a situation with per
fect clarity of vision and strength of will. TIle power of reme111bering n1akes 
11lan ul1heroic~that is to say, IJredictable. 

Now this naturally forgetful animal, for WhODl oblivion represents a power, a form 
of strong health, has created for itself an opposite power, that of renlelnbering, by 
whose aid, in certain cases, oblivion 111ay be sllspended~specifically in cases where 
it is a question of pronlises. [189~90] 

rrhe result is the creation of a "ITlcrnory of the will" ~not a 11lere apassive 
succulubing to past inlpressions," but a ('continuing to will \vhat has once 
been willed, ... so that between the original c1eter111ination and the actual 
perfornlallce of the thing \villed, a whole \vorld of new· things, conditions, 
even volitional acts, can be interposed without snapping the long chain of 
the will." But all this presupposes, Nietzsche said, a consciollsness which has 
been conditioned to "separate necessary frorll accidental acts; to think 
ca llsally; to sec distant things as though they were near at hand; to distin
guish ITICanS £ro111 ends." In short, the unheroic lllan is he v\1ho "lTIllSt have 
becolne not only calculating, but hinlself calculable, regular even to his 0\"11 

perceptions." (lnly thus is he able Uta stand pledge for his 0\\111 future as a 
guarantor does." (190) 

I t is obvious that Nietzsche saw the capacity of ll1an to prolong an act of 
will Illade in one ten1poral instant into SOUle future instant, this capacity to 
renlenlber, as a dangerous power. 1'01' hiIll it was the equivalent of a posture 
vis [1 vis the fn ture to that "",'hich is l1lanifested in historical consciousness 
vis a vis the past. Self-binding 1110rality or "conscience" "vas nlerely a specific 
fornl of historical consciousness. And the pro bleln for l'J ictzsche was how to 
break the power of the "",'ill to consistency, which all forrns of thinking that 
are not Metaphorical in nature in1posc upon 111an. 

The Birth of Tragedy, r'-Tietzsche said, was an attCTIlpt to analyze the 
rrragic spirit of Classical C~recce in purely aesthetic ternlS, to vie\v it as a 
creation of a faculty of \vhich 'in1usic" "vas another lnanifestation; and, above 
all, to distinguish pure l'ragec1y frorn its false or denlented "moralizing" 
counterparts. It is obvious that, for hinl, the true 1'ragic spirit, that which 
infornlec1 the "vork of Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Aristophanes, as against that 
of E:uripides and the writers of the New C0111cdy;. was a product of pure 
Metaphorical consciousness. TIle Tragic spirit was betrayed, he thought, by 
Euripides and the Nevv COl1lic writers on the one hand and by Socrates and 
Plato on the other, by the "reduction" of the l1leaning of the rrragic agon 
to causal ternlS or its "inflation" to llloral terITIS. That is to say, Tragedy 
was betrayed w-hen the 111eaning of the play was conceived to reside in SOUle 
uprinciple" other than the sheer musical interplay of the Apollonian inlage-
111akil1g power and the Dionysiac explosions of those inlages. In the same 
way that the "lneaning" of (nonrecitaiive) lllusic lay in the sheer combina-
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tion of melody, rhythm, and harmony, so, too, pure Tragedy was nothing but 
an image of the exchange of Apollonian forms and Dionysiac insights as they 
functioned to effect man's entry "into," and his exit "from," his "present" 
at the appropriate tinles. 

For Nietzsche, the Greeks had been the first to appreciate how much 
hUll1an life depended upon lnan's mythopoeic faculties, his ability to dream 
a dream of health and beauty in the face of his own imminent annihilation. 
Greek culture in its golden age had, he believed, developed in full conscious
ness of the fictive foundations on vvhich it rested. He likened this culture to 
a temple raised on piles sunk in the viscous ll1Ud of the Venetian lagoon; it 
provided an illusion of pernlanency and self-sufficiency, therefore allowed life 
to go Oll, but colored every act perforlned inside the edifice with a controned 
awareness of life's essential tenuousness, its awful finitude. 

But Greek culture \vas no easy escape into an idyll, no simple flight from 
the priIllal chaos. In Tragic art the Greeks found a way to remind themselves 
that hUl1lan culture \vas at best a complex of illusions, that it was at most a 
delicate achievelnent, that beneath it lay the void from which all things 
canle and to \vhich they must ultirnately return, that a given complex of 
illusions had to be constantly tested and replaced by new ones, and that a 
creative life was possible only when chaos and form were encompassed by a 
larger awareness of their mutual interdependence. Greek culture in its golden 
age, Nietzsche n1aintained, forewent the ilupulse to find the ideal world in 
order to enjoy the benefits of an ideal world. The Greeks raised human life 
above a "savage" barbarislll, but they did not aspire to an impossible ideality. 
They achieved a precarious balance between perfect form and total chaos by 
keeping awareness of both possibilities consistently alive to consciousness. 

Tragic art thus reflects their abandonment of any in1pulse to copy the 
actual or real, whether conceived as an ideal sphere of essences beyond space 
and tin1e or as the infinite nUlnber of phenomena offering themselves to the 
senses in space and time. Tragic art is both realistically illusionist and 
creatively destructive of its own illusions. By transforming the horror of the 
primal void into beautiful images of superior hUlnan lives and then destroy
ing them, Tragedy destroys the old dreams upon which hUlnan culture is 
based and clears the ground for the construction of new dreams by V\Thich new 
hunlan needs can be satisfied. The life of the free individual is given scope 
for creative illusion-making in the interstices between alternating systems of 
illusions, and the cultural endowment which protects man's vision from the 
darkness of the abyss is kept from hardening into a sheath, because Tragedy 
constantly relninds nlen that every form is nothing but a purely human crea
tion, eve;t:l while offering it as a basis for lTIOVement into the future. Thus, 
Tragic art is the dialectical art par excellence. It alone is capable, Nietzsche 
argued, of both i111pelling lnan to heroic collisions with reality and reclaim
ing man for life after those collisions. 

All of this is based upon Nietzsche's belief that man's peculiar strength, 
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as well as his besetting weakness, is his consciousness. Consciousness at once 
allows 11lan to construct a peculiarly hurnan life and undercuts the inlpulse 
to change that life once it is constructed. Because he can look into the 
nature of things nlan can act in specifically hUlnan ways, but to look too 
deeply into the nature of things, to understand too ll1uch, destroys the will 
to act. "In order to act," Nietzsche said, 

we require the veil of illusion; such is Hanl1et's doctrine, not to be confounded 
with the cheap wisdoTIl of a John~a-dreanls, who through too llll1ch reflection, as 
it ",'ere a surplus of possibilities, never arrives at action. What ... in the case of 
Hamlet ... overbalances any lllotive leading to action, is not reflection but under
standing, the apprehension of truth and its terror .... 'rhe truth once seen, rnan is 
aware everywhere of the ghastly absurdity of existence ... nausea invades him. 
[The Birth of Tragedy, 51] 

Fortunately, however, l'Jietzsche continued, ll1an also has a capacity to forget 
what he knovvs~lnore, an ability to deny what he knovvs; he has an ability 
to drealll, to frolic in in1ages, and to clothe the terror, pain, and suffering 
caused by consciousness of his o\vn finitude in drearn-like intinlations of 
inl111ortality. He can bewitch hinlsclf, escape into a Metaphor, provide a 
believable order and forn1 for his life, act as if the Metaphor \vere the truth, 
and turn his awareness of his imnlinent destruction into an occasion for 
heroic afIirlnation. In this ability to enchant himself, to discharge Dionysiac 
insights in Apollonian ilnages, lies 111an's ability to outstrip himself, to act 
rather than Dlerely contelnplate, and to beconle rather than merely be. 

In The Birth, of T'ragedy, J:'.Jietzsche characterized this uniquely human 
capacity for self-delusion in a brilliant reversal of figures which is ren1iniscent 
of the sun NIetaphor at the beginning of Hegel's Philosophy of f-listory: 
"After an energetic attenlpt to focus on the sun," he wrote, "we have, by 
way of renledy alnlost, dark spots before our eyes when we turn away. 
Conversely, the luminous ilnages of the Sophoclean heroes~those Apol
lonian Inasks·~are the necessary productions of a deep look into the horror 
of nature; bright spots, as it were, designed to cure an eye hurt by a 
ghastly darkness" (59~6o). Later 011, in 1'he Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche 
would make an idea inlplicitly contained herein explicit; he would define 
the inlpulse to beauty as a reflex to a prior awareness of the ugly. The ilnpor
taut point to note for the tinlC being is that for Nietzsche the beautiful was 
not a reflection of a transcendental rcalm or an interiorization of it but a 
reaction to it, a creation of the hU111an will to life alone, a reflex action to the 
discovery of the truth of the world~that is, that it had no truth. lthis is what 
l'Jietzsche meant by his dictUlTI u we have art in order not to die of the 
truth" ~that is, in order not to die of the realization that there is no single, 
all encompassing truth. 

One ailll of The Birth of Tragedy was to explicate the Tragic agon with-
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out recurring to either ethical or religious (in the sense of transcendental) 
categories. Nietzsche wanted to show that the dialectical process by which a 
h U1l1an being lTIOVeS from mere existence through alienation to reconciliation 
with the \vorld is a function of conlprehensible aesthetic inlpulses alone. 
Earlier writers-and especially Hegel-had seen Tragic art as a product of the 
conflict between the 'vvillful individual and the social order or the cosmic 
process, between aidos on the one hand and no 1110S, lnoira, or physis on the 
other. And the catharsis \vhieh attended conten1plation of the hero's fall had 
been seen as illulninative of SOIne morally significant truth about the nature 
of the universe, as pointing to a vague, but real, transpersonal n1eaning for 
life. Even Schopenhauer had seen Tragedy as conducing to recognition of 
the fundalnental truth that" 'tvvere better not to have been born at all." 

Nietzsche condemned the false pessinlisIll of the latter view no less than 
the false optirnism of the fonner, and found the essence of the spirit of 
'J1ragedy in the heightened a\vareness it gave to the conflict between man's 
apprehension of the essentially chaotic nature of existence and his ability to 
go on living in self-manufactured· dreams. Thus envisaged, 1

1

ragic art "vas a 
product of ll1an's 1110vernent toward the abyss fronl vvhich he had sprung 
through the testing of inlages that had previously sustained hinl a'nd a 
connterlllovelnent back into a new set of images charged with a suppressed 
awareness of the illusory character of all fornl. This movenlent fro111 chaos to 
forn1 and b(lCh distinguishes rrragedy froIn other fonns of poesis (such as the 
epic and lyric) and frOIn an systenLS of kno\vledge and belief (such as science 
and religion). All other prospects on h Ulnan existence tend to freeze life in 
an apprehension of either chaos or form; only l'ragedy requires a constant 
alternation of the a",vareness of chaos with the will to form, in the interest of 
life. "Apollo overcon1es individual suffering by the glorious apotheosis of 
what is eternal in appearance: here beauty vanquishes the suffering that 
inheres in an existence, and pain is, in a certain sense, glossed away frOll1 
nature's countenance" (102). By contrast, Dionysus Hmakes us realize that 
everything that is generated ll1USt be prepared to face its painful dissolu
tion. It forces us to gaze into the horror of individual existence, yet without 
being turned to stone by the vision: a Inetaphysical solace I11on1entarily lifts 
liS above the \vhirl of shifting phen0111ena." We now see, Nietzsche con
tinued, the "struggle, pain, the destruction of appearances, as necessary, 
because of the constant proliferation of fornls pushing into life, because of 
the extravagant fecundity of the world will." (102-3) As a result of these 
b.vo experiences of the phenoITlenal world, the one which sees the eternally 
beautiful in the transient, and the other which sees the eternally transient in 
the beautiful, we enlerge fron1 the contelnplation of the Tragic agon with a 
Comic acceptance of life: 44Pity and terror notwithstanding, \ve realize our 
great good fortune in having life not as individuals, but as part of the life 
force \vith whose procreative lust we have becolne one" (103). 

Obviously Nietzsche advocated not an art in which either Dionysus or 
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Apollo finally triurnphed but one that assullled their 111utl1al interdcpcnd~ 
- -

encc. It is true that he believed that his own age had forgotten I)ionysus 
and given itself over to an excessive worship of flp0I10;> the "vin to forni at 
any cost. But the cost was not difficult to calculate, r~ietzsche believed; the 
prOlllotion of the delusion of a perlnanent forn1 and order \vas destructive of 
life itselL And only if rnen were rClninded of Dionysus and his clain]s on all 
{onns of life vvould it be possible to abandon those fOrlTIS which had out
grovvn their usefulness and to crea tc others THore responsive to life's lTlanifold 
needs and interests" 

Nietzsche did not, of course, advocate the worship of Dionysus alone; the 
total triU111ph of Dionysus, the will to chaos, over Apollo, vvould lead to a 
regression to that Usavage barbarisrn" froll1 which the Greeks had elevated 
then]selves only by the cruelest exertions. But the unchallenged rule of the 
Apollonian faculties in Inan 111Cant rigidity,. oppression, repression, the life of 
the slcep\valker. -\iVithout the Apollonian capacity to drearn the dreanl of 
}=)arnassus, Inan could not live; but the illlpulse to take a specific £orI11 for 
reality, to turn the capacity to B1ake ill1ages against roan hinlself, \vas uIti·· 
rnately as destructive of hlunan life as the rule of Dionysus. Moreover, the 
unchallenged rule of _Apollo portended a reaction of the 1110St violent sort 
when Dionysus once Blore asserted his rights. 

j\ccording to l\fietzsche, the 1110St destructive forn1 of illusionis111 is that 
vvhich transforrns an inlage in to a concept and then freezes the inlagina tiol1 
\vithin the terlI1S provided by the concept. An forn1 is ultilTlately Meta/Jhori
cal, not substantive, N"ictzschc argued, and, as creatively llsed, by the rrragic 
poet~ for cxanlple, the J\!lctaphor serves as .;ta representative iInage standing 
concretely before hirn in lieu of a concept" (55). A character in a p1a y is not, 
then, ll1crely "an assc1l1blagc of individual traits laboriously pierced together, 
but a personage beheld as insistently living before the poet's eyes, differing 
frolll the ilnage of the painter in its capacity to continue living and acting" 
(ibid.). rrhis dynanlic iIl1agc~nlaking po\ver is a gift of both Ilpollo and 
iJionysns, and is accordingly a living synthesis of forn1 and 1110VCrncnt, 
structure and process. rrhe ilTlage forrned by the poet who understands the 
uses of ]\Actaphor is a product of /\pollo's ability to tranquilize the individual 
by "dravv'ing boundary lines" in, through, or around the essential chaos; but 
the poet kno\vs that the irnage contained in the 1\1etaphor H111St be exploded 
by [)ionysus, Ulcst the Apollonian tendency to freeze all fornls into ]~gyptian 
rigidity?:' (65) triuITlph conlpletely and cut off the accesses to life~sl1staining 
powers. W·hen an irnage becollles frozen into a concept, life in general does 
not suffer (for life itself cannot be denied), but hU111fln life does. l'hc 
hypostatization of either Apollo or Dionysus is destructive of hU111anity, for 
h urnanity can exist only on the boundary line \vhich divides the realnls of 
the two gods. In this schenlc, hUll1an consciousness acts as a kind of nlake
\veigh t between t,vo great powers; by throwing their rneager forces, no\v to 
one, now to the other, Inen keep the two gods fronl destroying each other 
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and thrive in the space between theIn, like Israel between Assyria and Egypt. 
But son1etin1es, unhappily, the results are as disastrous as those that befell 
Israel. 

The death of the Tragic sense in ancient Greece, Nietzsche maintained, 
resulted frOll1 the triumph of Irony (~lcold, paradoxical ideas") over "Apol
lonian contenlplation" on the one hand and of Romantic "fiery eillotions" 
over "Dionysiac transports" 011 the other. These betrayals of the Tragic spirit 
were prornoted by Socrates and Euripides. In Socrates, "the Apollonian 
tendency hardens into logical schelnatism"; in Euripides, there was "a cor
responding translation of the Dionysiac affect into a naturalistic one." (88) 

1~he Socratic betrayal was especially destructive, for it inspired a false 
optilnis111 in 11lan. '[his optimism was based on the three Socratic illusions: 
"Virtue is knowledge; all sins arise from ignorance; only the virtuous are 
happy" (ibid.). Under the influence of these illusions, men were inspired to 
believe "that thought, guided by the thread of causation, nlight plumb the 
farthest abysses of being and even correct it" (93). This was a fatal turning 
in Greek cultural life, for it set the Greeks on the fruitless quest for final 
truths and total control over life. In the process, Dionysus, who "lnakes us 
realize that everything that is generated 111ust be prepared to face its painful 
dissolution," "vas forgotten (102). 

Even the failure of the Socratic attenlpt to nlake men good by lnaking 
thenl rational did not force the Classical world to see the folly of this quest 
for absolutes. In Plato they found a thinker who could succor their folly, 
turning their attention from life as lived here on earth to the pursuit of a 
"goodness," "truth," and "beauty" which supposedly existed beyond tinle 
and space and vvhich could be attained only by the denial of every anilnal 
inlpulse in the hlunan body. This Platonic belief prepared the way for 
Christianity, vvhich cOI11pleted the degradation of luan by denying him the 
power of both the will and the reason to achieve the final rest and stability 
envisioned by Socrates. In the Christian hope for a final salvation, lnen found 
a substitute for the reason which had failed theIn, but only by denying 
their will to live in the here and now. The triumph of Christianity repre
sented a flight into a peculiarly oppressive kind of anti-idyll, an idyll not of 
joy but of suffering, founded not on the '~beIief in a primordial existence 
of pure, artistically sensitive men" but on the belief in man's essential sick
ness, weakness, and inadequacy. 

'fhis line of thinking provided the bases for Nietzsche's "underground" 
history of Western ll1an. Since the tilne of the Greeks, Nietzsche maintained, 
the history of Western nlan has been the history of self-induced illnesses. 
Since that tilne, Iuan, once a bridge between chaos and forln, has assumed 
the aspect of a slaughtered bull strung between the poles of his own self
delusion. At one pole stands Christianity, with its denial of life's claims on 
Inan and its insistence that man find his goals in another world, which will 
be revealed to hin1 only at the end of tilne; at the other pole stands Positivist 
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science, \vhich delights in dehlll11anizing 11lan by reducing hinl to the status 
of a beast, conceiving hinl as a I11ere instrull1ent of Inechanical forces over 
which he can exercise no control and fron1 which he can find no release. 
Anel the history of Western rnan since the decline of the r-rragic spirit 
describes an alternation of these two life-denying tendencies; first one, then 
the other, takes its turn at degrading Blan. 

rrhus the history of \\1 estern consciousness appears to be nothing but an 
oscillation in place, a Sisyphean eternal return of two, equally destructive 
conceptions of 11lan's ca paci ties for living and thinking, a cycle of life-deny~ 
ing possibilities, with no hope of escape in the offing. Later OIl, in The 
Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche would find a positive worth in all this hU111an 
self~nlutilation in the growth of an intellectual acuteness which, when turned 
upon the sustaining 111yths of science and religion, would reveal the poverty 
of then1 both. In ]~he Birth of Tragedy, however, he was content to point 
to the fact of the annihilation of religion by science and of science by critical 
philosophy as evidence of a nlillennial historical process of de-nlythification 
and cultural degradation. And he accounted for the heightened historical 
self-consciousness of Illodern Ulan by noting the dissolution of all mythic 
fundanlents, repressive as weB as liberating, at the hands of science. Run
ning through this cycle, this oscillation, he noted, are evidences of a genuine 
developn1ent, a progressus, though thus far only a negative one, the destruc
tion of self-delusion by the instrull1ents of self-delusion themselves, historical 
consciousness and criticisI11. 'rhus, according to Nietzsche, the plot of this 
history is Ironic, since the very factors that have destroyed Dlan's capacity to 
enjoy life have now been turned upon thenlselves. And the outcolne is 
Ironic, in a sp-ccific sense, for 111an now lives Ironically, in the full a\vareness 
of his own destitution, both of n1yth and of criticisInG 

r~ietzsche concluded his essay by noting that life does not and cannot 
justify itself; -it has no need to do so. Only 111an feels a need to justify his 
existence, because only Ulan, of all the animals, is conscious of the absurdity 
of his being. And, Nietzsche argued, only art can justify life to 111an, but 
not any "realistic" art, not an art that is Inerely i111itative of nature. Photo
graphic realis111 is only another forn1 of science. What is needed, he held, is 
an art that is aware of its InetalJhysical /Jurpose; for only art, not philosophy 
or science, can offer a ll1etaphysical justification of life for Inan. "Art is not 
an ill1itation of nature, but its Dletaphysical supplelnent, raised up beside it 
to overcorne it" (142). Moreover, art provides the only transcendence that 
Blan can hope for, and it provides this not only by creating the drean1 but 
by dissolving the pseudo reality of the dreanl that has atrophied. True art 
at once tells lllan " 'J lIst look! Look closely! This is your life. This is the hour 
hand on the clock of your existence'" (ibid.), and at the same tinle 
tranS111utes an ugliness and discord into an "aesthetic garne which the will, 
in its utter exuberance, plays with itself" (143) 0 

What is 111an, l~ietzsche asked, if not "an incarnation of dissonance"? 
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And, if nlan is this, he needs a marvelous illusion to cover this dissonance 
with a veil of beauty. Nietzsche sa\v his own tilDe as having reached the 
term of a long process of hll1nan self-alienation; it was ready to enter into 
a nevv period of destructive cri ticisnl of all of its atrophied ill Hsions. This 
period of destruction portended an era of violence and discord such as the 
Western world had seen before only in the Hellenistic Age, when, in the 
face of the dissolution of the T1ragic sense, B1en had started down the long 
road of self-rl1utilation \vhich had Dlade them umodern." Thus, he said: 

Today we experience the same extravagant thirst for knowledge, the sanle in
satiable curiosity, the same drastic secularization, the nomadic wandering, the 
greedy rush to alien tables [as the Hellenistic age], the frivolous apotheosis of the 
present or the stupefied negation of it, and all sub specie saeculi-like symptollls 
pointing to a c0111parable lack in our own culture, which has also destroyed myth. 
[139-40 ] 

But he faced the future with optimislll: tt\\lhenever the Dionysiac forces 
becollle too 0 bstreperolls," he wrote, "we are safe in assullling that Apollo is 
close at hand, though \vrappcd in a cloud, and the rich effects of his beauty 
will be witnessed by a later generation" (145-46). 

_This reference to the alternation of Dionysiac and Apollonian processes 
by generations figures the idea of history which underlies ll1uch of Nietzsche's 
thought. As noted earlier, it is sonletinles held that Nietzsche regarded 
history as describing a cyclical 11lovenlen t, a movelllen t of eternal recurrence, 
as an antidote to the naive notions of linear progress current in his own 
tinle. No such" SiITlplc thought even approaches the truth. In the first place, 
even in The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche distinguished between the Diony
siac spirit of "savage barbarislll" and the Dionysiac spirit of the post-H0l11eric 
Greeks, and inlagined a progressus from one to the other through an inter
mediary, Apollonian or epic, phase of culture. The differences between these 
three stages in the developll1ent of the will to life might be characterized as 
the differences bet\vecn vvill in itself, \vill for itself, and will in and for itself; 
these \vere the "inl1nediate stages" of the rrragic spirit for Nietzsche. They 
\vould correspond, in Kierkegaardian tero1s, to the stages of will-dreaming, 
will-avvakening, and will-\villing. The will conscious of itself as will provides 
the basis of pure Tragedy. In short, \ve have here a grovvth of consciousness 
in the will itself. 

Moreover, in Nietzsche's schenla, the decline of Greek Tragedy was fol
lovved not by a fall hacl? into ttsavage" barbarisl11 but rather by a movement 
forward into decadence, which itself went through three stages: Hellenistic, 
ROlnan, and Christian:--that is, scientific, military, and religious phases. These 
phases were seen by Nietzsche as decadent because, instead of releasing the 
will to the work of either destruction or creatiol1, each of them chastized the 
will, disciplined it, and ultimately turned its powers against itself. 
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Modern Western civilization, in Nietzsche's view, is undergoing this process 
in reverse, to be sure: froIn "Christian" other-worldliness, to "Ronlan" milita~ 
riS111, to '~I-Iellenistic" criticis111, to a new Tragic age, and thence, presumably, 
into a new barbarism. But, I'\Jictzsche believed, the new barbarisl1l would 
differ frolll the original one by the extent to which Inen vvould gain a kind of 
frecdonl and power which they had never enjoyed in the old, savage one. 
J\Jietzsche's Supcrnlan, as he hiI11sclf said, would be no 11lcre destroyer, but a 
crea tor as well, one who lives his life as a work of art, who incarnates in hinl
self the dissonance and fornl which the Greeks had been able to incarnate 
only in inlages on the T'ragic stage. 

If this is a cyclical idea of history, it is a very strallge 'tcycle" indeed. For 
Nietzsche, the way down and the way up were only superficially the same 
pa th; his conviction vvas that we go down in order to enlcrge purified, 
cleansed, and divested of our earlier life-destroying illusions. In short, for 
Nietzsche the whole history of Western Iuan since prin1itive tinles was one 
great progressive 1110Venlent £ro111 ll1ere existence, through alienation, to recon
ciliation, just as the 'rragic clgon on the stage was. But the reconciliation he 
envisioned was not \vith ~tl1ature" or vvith "society" but with the self. And 
the profit of that agon vvas to be found in the attain111ent of a new level of 
self-consciousness by which a Zarathustra-like Supernlan plays his ganle with 
chaos. 

J\S thus envisaged, history is not, therefore, a dialectical IIl0ven1ent tending 
toward an absolute beyond tilne and space. 1-'he only "absolute" which 
l'~ietzsche recognized was the free individual, conlplctely liberated from any 
spiritual-transcendental in1pulsc, who finds his goal in his ability to outstrip 
hinlself, \vho gives to his life a dialectical tension by setting new tasks for 
hinlself, and who turns himself into a hurnan exemplar of the kind of life 
which the Greeks thought could be lived only by the gods. 

It can easily be seen that Nietzsche's interpretation of the spirit of 1-
1ragedy 

begins with a denial of both the R0I11al1tic and Ironic conceptions of the 
nature of reality. Second, it consists of a conHation of the conventional con
ception of r-rragedy with that of Conledy, so that the two truths separately 
taught by each of these are now c0111bincd into a single nlultiplcx acceptance 
of life and death. I'\Jext, this Tragico111ic vision is drained of all 1110raI iInplica
tions. T1he '}'ragiC0I11ic vision is identified with "the spirit of 11lusic" ~that is to 
say, \vith non recitative 11111sic, I11usic \vhich 11lakes no statenlent about the 
\vorld but sinlply exists alongside the world of experience as pure form and 
rnovement. 1'he verbal and literary counterpart of the spirit of Inusic is 
Metaphor. By Metaphorical identifications, phenolncna are transforlned into 
inluges that have no "meanings" outside thenlselves. As inlages, they simply 
resenlble and differ £ro111 whatever surrounds thenl. In Metaphor, the princi
piurn individtuztionis is asserted and denied at one and the saIne tinlC, as it is 
in 111ythic thinking. And in order to re-enter the world of myth, Vvithout with 
heroic action appears in1possible, Nietzsche counseled the revision of the con-
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cept of Tragedy in purely Metaphorical terlns. The return to Metaphorical 
consciousness would be a rebirth of innocence. It would entail a repudiation 
of the Metonynlical and Synecdochic modes of consciousness, the abandon
ment of the search for agents and agencies behind phenomena and the en
downlent of them \vith spiritual qualities in such a way as to diminish the 
value of human life. 

Nietzsche sought to return lllan to a direct confrontation with the phenom
enal \vorld, \rvith his vision purified but his capacity to manufacture creative 
illusions intact. I--Ie believed that lnan's capacities for Metaphorical transfor
Illations of the world of experience alone can purge both menlory and forget
fulness of their potentially destructive effects in hUlllan life. The paradignl of 
Metaphorical consciousness, the capacity to see resemblance in difference and 
difference in resemblance, served, in turn, as the model of the Dionysiac
Apollonian inlage vvhich Nietzsche used as the organizing principle of his 
"historyn of the rise and fall of the Tragic spirit. 

This "history" \vas \rvritten in an Ironic tone; Nietzsche addressed his 
audience with a cOlnbination of concern and disdain. With respect to its 
object, vvhich is the rrragic spirit, hO\rvever, it is anything but Ironic. For the 
"history" of the spirit of Tragedy is at once Tragic and COlnic, Tragic in its 
plot structure but C0l11ic in its inlplications. The history of the rise and fall of 
the Tragic spirit is el1lplotted as an agon which creates the conditions for a 
return to the "joyful wisdoln" of the COlnic consciousness. Although written 
in the glo\v of Nietzsche's adnliration of Schopenhauer and Wagner), the work 
ends on a note quite alien to either of these "Romantics," a Comic note, 
\vhich celebrates the liberation of hUl1lan consciousness fronl both causality 
and fornlal specifica bon, fronl both pessin1isnl and naive optinlism. 

But all of this anticipated the fully worked out philosophy that appeared in 
la ter \rvorks, especially in Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Beyond Good and Evil, and 
The Genealogy of Morals. My ilnn1ediate interest is in Nietzsche's concep
tion of how historical thought can contribute to the ushering in of the new 
age and what he believed was necessary to give to historical thought the 
liberating power of Tragic art. I lllust turn, therefore, to the historiographical 
coda which Nietzsche provided for The Birth of Tragedy, "The Use and 
Abuse of History." 

~~ Men10ry and History 

In The Birth of Tragedy Nietzsche located human life between a conscious
ness of chaos and the will to form; in "The Use and Abuse of History" he 
exarnined the inlplica tions of this idea under the aspect of time. "The Use 
and Abuse of History" is concerned with the dynamics of remembering and 
forgetting, which Nietzsche sa\v as the unique attribute of the human animal. 
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'The 'Tragic agon which takes place on the Greek stage is, after all, tinleless; 
it exists outside the tenlporal sphere. The D1an who is to live his life as a 
work of Tragic art ll1USt do so in the constant awareness of the passage of 
tinle; he ll1USt live in history. 1'he problelu, therefore, is to deternline ho\v the 
sense of history, the sense of tinle's passage, acts both creatively and destruc
tively in the peculiarly hUl11an dialectic of renlernbering and forgetting. 

Although Kietzsche often spoke as if lilan's ability to act hinges upon his 
ability to forget-that is, upon his ability to rid himself of consciousness and to 
respond to anirnal instinct alone~in reality Nietzsche believed that hUI1lan 
forgetting is quite different fronl anilnal oblivion. It does not really make 
sense to speak of an ani111al's capacity to forget, because an aninlal has no 
prior irl1pulse to relnenlber. TIle beast of the field, Nietzsche noted at the 
beginning of u'l'he Use and i\buse of History," lives in an eternal present, 
knowing neither satiety nor pain, vvithout consciousness, therefore, and with
out the peculiarly hU111an ilupulse to forget, which is an act of vvill. 

1'h us, Nietzsche wrote, l1laB, reflecting on the beasts of the field, 111ay ask 
the beast: " '\Vhy do you look at Ine and not speak to Ine of your happiness?' 
'1'he beast wants to answer~'Because I always forget what I \vishecl to say'; 
but he forgets this answer, too, and is silent; and Ulan is left to wonder." And 
luan "wonders also about hiulself=that he cannot learn to forget, but hangs 
on the past; however far anel fast he runs, that chain runs \vith hinl.n (5) In 
short, ll1an lives historically; he is aware of his continual beC0111ing, or his 
unbecollling, of the dissolution of all his presents into a fixed past. rrhc past is 
constantly before Ulan as an ilnage of things done, finished, cOIllplete, un
changeable. 1'he intractability of this past is the source of 11lan's dishonesty 
with hinlself and is the Illative power behind his own self-lllutilation. 

Man would like to "go into" his present, to live it fully and in1111ecliately; 
this is his c10111inant i111pulse. But "the great and continually increasing 
weight of the past G •• presses down and bows his shoulders." This past travels 
with luan; it is "a dark invisible burden that he can plausibly disown, and is 
only too glad to disown in converse with his fello\ivs~on order to excite their 
envy." But Iuan envies the beast, who carries no such burden \vith hinl, or the 
child, "that has nothing yet of the past to disown and plays in a happy blind
ness between the walls of past and future." (Ibid.) 

'['he child differs froin the beast, however, in that it lnay enjoy this I11Cnlory
less paradise only for awhile. As soon as it learns the words "once upon a 
tinle," it is exposed to all of the "battle, suffering, and weariness of Inankind" 
and to the knowledge that h U111an existence is really only "an imperfect tense 
that never bCC0I11eS a present." Death alone brings "the desired forgetfulness" 
to Ulan; "it abolishes life and being together, and sets the seal on the knowl
edge that 'being' is Inerely a continual 'has been,' a thing that lives by denying 
and destroying and contradicting itself." (Ibid., 5-6) 

The pro bIen1 for the creative man is to learn to forget, to "stand on a single 
point ... without fear or giddiness" ~not to deny the past and himself as he 



348 METAHISTORY 

was in the past, but to forget it. The extrenle case of remembrance of things 
past would be t~the man ... who is condemned to see ~becoming' everywhere." 
(6) Such a Ulan would-like Roquentin in Sartre's Nausea-no longer be~ 
lieve in his own existence, but would instead see everything fly past in an 
eternal succession and lose hinlself in the stream of becoming. Without for
getfulness no action is possible, no life is conceivable, "just as not only light 
but darkness is bound up with the life of every organism" (~7)' Mere life is 
possible without renlembrance, as the example of the beast shows, but "life 
in any true sense is absolutely inlpossible without forgetfulness" (7). 

These passages reveal an aspect of Nietzsche's thought which is often over
looked in contenlporary analyses of it. Nietzsche was considering a peculiarly 
hunlan problenl, the problem of learning to forget, which is not an anin1al 
problem at all; learning to forget presupposes the prior ability to remember, 
vvhich is luan's alone. In short, in this essay the historical consciousness is 
presupposed; it does not have to be accounted for but is merely assuD1ed. 
Later Oll, in The Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche undertook to explain, on 
historical and psychological grounds, how this ability to remenlber took root 
in lllan; but in "The Use and Abuse of History" he took it for granted and 
asked what it inlplies for the living of a creative human life. rThe "probleln" 
of the beast is that it does not remember; the (iproblem" of man is that he 
remeulbers all too \vell. Out of this capacity to remenlber his past all specifi
cally human constructions arise. It is not a matter of man's needing memory; 
it is the glory and perdition of ll1an that he irredeemably has memory. There
fore, he has history, \vhether he \vants it or not. TIle question, then, is whether 
this capacity to remelnber has not been overdeveloped and become a threat to 
life itself. And it is not so Dluch a D1atter of destroying history as of learning 
when man is justified in forgetting it: 

Cheerfulness, a good conscience, belief in the future, the joyful deed-all depend, 
in the individual as well as the nation, on there being a line that divides the 
visible and clear froIll the vague and shadowy: vve must know the right time to 
forget as well as the right time to renlenlber, and instinctively see when it is nec
essary to feel historically and \vhen unhistorically. [Ibid.] 

111erefore, the "point that the reader is asked to consider" is that ~'the un
historical and the historical are equally necessary to the health of an individ
ual, a comn1unity, and a systeIll of culture" (7-8). 

It is necessary to stress that Nietzsche located the problem of the worth of 
history (and, a fortiori, of menlory) in the problem of the value or need 
which it serves. Remenlbering, he insisted, is, like seeing, always a remember
ing of sorl1ething, not a generalized activity; renlembering is therefore an act 
of \vill, with a purpose or aim or object. Moreover, man chooses to remember 
in a particular lvay, and the vvay he chooses to remember a thing is evidence of 
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whether his attitude with respect to hilTIself is destructive or constructive. A 
look back at his past is a way of defining his present and his future; how he 
sculptures the past, the kind of i111age he inlposes upon it, is preparatory to 
launching himself into the future. He 111ay decide either to stride heroically 
into the future or to back into it, but he cannot avoid it. TI1e problelTI, then, is 
to purge this capacity for renlenlbering of any self-destructiveness which Blight 
infornl it. Forgetfulness, too, is a hU111an power, a peculiarly hUll1an one. The 
beast does not will to forget, but 111erely enjoys a state of tenlporal uncon
sciousness. By contrast, lnan both forgets and renlenlbers, and this dichotOD1Y 
is a uniquely hllll1an one; hU111an forgetting is different franl aninlal forget~ 
ting, for it is required to erase the 11lemory traces that permit a 111an to linger 
uncrea tively over his own past life. 

As a critic of his own tilne, then, Nietzsche asked how a creative forgetful
ness can be built up in opposition to the overpowering urge to renlember 
which undercuts the will to act creatively, and the degree to which historical 
consciousness itself can be turned to the service of lllan's innovating power, 
his power of self-transcendence. 1'his Ineans that historical knowledge itself 
ll1USt be tied to a prior power, OI, as Nietzsche put it: "Historical study is 
only fruitful for the future if it follovvs a powerful life-giving influence-only, 
therefore, if it is guided and dominated by a higher force, and does not itself 
guide and d0111inate" (11-12). Nietzsche's ultinlate purpose, then, was-like 
that of I-Iegel and lVlarx=to draw historical knowledge back within the con
fines of human needs, to Inake it the servant of hUll1an needs rather than their 
ll1aster. For life does need the service of history, he said; only an excess of 
history hurts life. 

Nietzsche thus granted that B1an needs history, and in three ways: ((In 
relation to his action and struggle," as an aid to his conservative and reveren
tial capacities, and as a soothing baln1 to his suffering and desire for deliver
ance. rrhese three needs in B1an generate three kinds of history: ~1onurnental, 
Antiquarian, and Critical. All three nurture~and threaten~peculiarly hU111an 
faculties. 

Monl1111ental history provides exernplars of hl1111an nobility and teaches 
that, since a great thing once existed, it was therefore possible, and so nlight 
be possible again. 1Vlol1ulnental history, history studied above all as the story 
of great nlen~in Carlylian fashion~can use the past to condelnn the pettiness 
of the present and project the historian hinlself into the battle for a better 
future. Y ct this approach to history has its Haws; it can be delusory. Its Inain 
v/eakness is that it depicts effects at the expense of causes; it proceeds by 
false analogies to find a COl71nlon greatness in every great individu'al. I-Ience, it 
obscures the "real historical nexus of cause and effect," destroys the essential 
difference of all great things, and tends to rOlnanticize the past. As a goad to 
life, in fact, l\ornantic novels can serve the saIne purpose as MOl1Ulllental 
history; and, in the hands of a weakling, this kind of history can be turned 
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against the present and future. It can undermine the self-confidence of living 
Inen by teaching theITI fha t one need not strive for greatness, since all forms 
of greatness have already been achieved in the past. 

l'he in1pulse to flee the present in an attitude of pious reverence for the 
past has its extrel11e £orn1 in Antiquarian history, which, however, has its dis
tinctive characteristics and also its creative and destructive sides. Creatively, 
Antiquarian history engenders a respect for origins; it is like the "feeling of 
the tree that clings to its roots, the happiness of knowing one's growth to be 
not ll1erely arbitrary and fortuitous but the inheritance, the fruit and the 
blossorn, of a past that does not 111erely justify but crowns the present-this is 
what we no\vadays prefer to call the real historical sense" (19). But, in excess, 
this Antiquarian attitude tends to level things through indiscri1ninant appre~ 
ciation of everything, however great or sn1all. Moreover, it places a special 
value on anything old, jllst becc1use it is old, and inspires a feeling of distrust 
for anything that is nevv or departs froll1 the conventional. When "the spring 
of piety is dried up," the Antiquarian attitude may persist and give itself over 
c0111pletely to the preservation of what is already living and oppose the crea
tion of new lives (20). 

'fhe antidote to both of these kinds of history-the lVlonllll1ental, which, 
creatively, points I1len tovvard the future on the basis of respect for past great
ness and, destructively, undernlines their impulse to greatness; and the 
Antiquarian, which, creatively, engenders a pious respect for the origins and, 
destructively;; opposes the present need or desire-is Critical history. Critical 
history arises in the inlpulse to "break up the past, and apply it, too, in order 
to live" (42). rrhc Critical historian is concerned to "bring the past to the 
bar of judgnlent, interrogate it renlorselessly, and finally condelnn it" (ibid.). 
1'he Critical historian possesses the power to penetrate through the myths of 
past greatness and values, to tread the pieties underfoot, and to deny the 
clainls of the past on the present. To be sure, the Critical spirit, too, has its 
destructive side, which, when carried too far, ends in a deification of the present 
triviality by default, by having sho\vn that nothing is noble. As Nietzsche said 
later 0117 "the historical audit brings so lunch to light that is false and absurd, 
violent and inhul11an, that the condition of pious illusion falls to pieces" 
(ibid.). Critical history engenders an "Ironical self-consciousness" when car
ried to excess (47). It leads to the discovery of the terrible truth that "every
thing that is born is vlorthy of being destroyed," and this can lead to the 
conclusion 4'better \vere it then that nothing should be born" -to Schopen
hauerian pcssimislll and disgust with life (ibid.). As Nietzsche warned, "It 
requires great strength to be able to live and forget [\vhat Critical history 
teaches] how far life and in j l1stice are one" (21). 

Thus, according to r\fietzsche, the dangers of historical consciousness are 
to be found in the excesses of Antiquarian, Critical, and ~Aonlln1ental history: 
archaicisTI1, presentisnl, and futuris111, respectively. What is needed is some 
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synthesis of all three ways of reading the past, not an escape froll1 the past, 
for the past cannot be escaped. 

}:for as vve are ll1erely the resultant of previous generations, we are also the 
resultant of their errors, passions, and crinles; it is inlpossible to shake off this 
chain. T'hough we condelnn the errors and think we have escaped theIn, we 
cannot escape the fact that we spring froln thenl. At best, it conles to a conflict 
between our innate, inherited nature and our knowledge, betvveen a stern, new 
discipline and an ancient tradition; and we plant a new way of life, a new 
instinct, a second nature, that withers the first. It is an attC111pt to gain a past 
a posteriori frorn which we ll1ight spring, as against that from vvhich vve do spring 
~. always a dangerous atternpt, as it is difficult to find a lin1it to the denial of the 
past, and the second natures are generally weaker than the first. [Ibid.] 

All forn1s of history constantly rcn1ir~d us of this fact; yet we persist In the 
effort to create such ~':second natures~' and to cultivate theine When \ve suc
ceed, J>~rietzsche said, the Critical historian is justified, for he has shown us 
.L ~J- I I I' , ~ r ~. ~! " - ~ t C - d I ,,/, (, ,.l I I t ~ -l.1ar (lIS Ilrsr nature was once a sccon nature ~ ann r la every conquer-
ing /'second nature' becolnes a first" (22). 

'l'his threefold division of the forrns of historical consciousness can be 
viewed as an analysis of the 1110des of MetonYlny, Synecdoche, and Irony 
respectively. It is obvious that, for N·ietzsche, a 1Vlol1UlTlentalist historiography 
conceives the world in ternlS of the categories of contiguity and division, the 
isolation of great rnen frolTI one another and froITl the 11lass, in ternlS of 
inferior and superior cansal agencies in the historical process. MOl1l1TIlentalisDl 
is creative vvhen it stresses the achieven1ents of great 111en, but destructive 
\vhen it stresses the dilTerences between past and present or future greatness. 
By contrast, _Antiquarian historiography is history conceived in ~the 1110dc of 
Synecdoche, of continuities and unifications, of relationships between every
thing that ever existed and whatever presently exists. It I1lakes everything 
equal in historical value and significance. It is creative \vhen it rcn1inds Inen 
that every present hUl11an being is a resultant of things past, and destrnctive 
\vhcn it nlakes of all present things nothing b-u-t consequences of past things. 
By contrast, Critical historiography is history in the 11lode of Irony, historical 
thought carried out in the conviction that everything is frail and worthy of 
"j ~' . -1 ','j 1 . fl' 1 h . 1 . Delng COI1nenlllCO, tnat t_lere IS a avv 111 every nUITlan ac levernent, trnt 1 111 
every falsity, and falsity in every truth. 'This I110de of conceiving history is 
creative when it acts in the service of present needs and undermines the 
authority of the past and the future. It is destructive when it rell1inds the 
present actor in the historical drarna that he, too, is fla\ved and ought not to 
aspire to heroic stature or revere anything. 

j\~rietzschc7s proposed antidote for all these forrns of historical consciousness 
in their extrernc, or destructive, aspects is historical consciousness operating 
in the nlode of Metaphor. I-lis notion of history as a forn1 of art is a notion of 
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history as a Tragic art, and, moreover, as that pure Tragic art which he de
fended in The Birth of Tragedy out of the Spirit of Music. History conceived 
in the Metaphorical mode is really what is behind his defense of what he 
called the "superhistorical" and "unhistorical" points of view in the last sec
tion of "TIle Use and Abuse of History." 

In Part IV of "The Use and Abuse of History," Nietzsche argued that 
history can serve life by becoll1ing a form of art. He insisted that the tendency 
to turn history into a science is fatal to its life-giving function. "The knowl
edge of the past is desired only for the service of the future and the present, 
not to weaken the present or undernline a living future." History conceived as 
a life-serving form of art "vill be directed, not to the service of truth or justice, 
but rather to "objectivity." However, by "objectivity" Nietzsche did not lllean 
the "tolerance" of the hU111anist or the "disinterestedness" of the scientist; he 
meant instead the self-conscious "interestedness" of the artist. 

When he spoke of "historical objectivity," Nietzsche said, he was thinking of 

a certain standpoint in the historian who sees the procession of motive and 
consequence too clearly for it to have an effect on his, own personality . We think 
of the aesthetic phenon1enon of the detachlnent from ail personal concern with 
which the painter -sees the picture and forgets himself . . . ; and we require the 
same artistic vision and absorption in his object from the historian. [37] 

But, Nietzsche insisted, 

it is only a superstition to say that the picture given to such a n1an by the object 
really sho\vs the truth of things. Unless it be that objects are expected in such 
nloments to paint or photograph thenlselves by their own activity on a purely 
passive mediun1! [Ibid.] 

On the contrary, he maintained, objectivity is ucomposition" in its highest 
form, "of which the result will be an artistically, but not historically, true 
picture," because: 

To think objectively, In this sense, of history is the \vork of the dramatist: to 
think one thing with another, and weave the elements into a single whole, with 
the presllll1ption that the unity of plan must be put into the objects if it is not 
already there. [37-38] 

This inlplies that historical wisdoIll, to be distinguished from historical knowl
edge or inforlnation, is dramatistic insight, fabulation Of, as I have called it~ 

l'elnplotment." In fact I'~ietzsche nlaintained, "Tl1ere could be a kind of 
historical \vriting that had no drop of conlnlon fact in it and yet could claim 
- b 11 d· 1 l' ~ - -i·'" I Q) A d h d n '11 ' to e ca e In tne _11ghest degree oDJectIve \ 3u _ . £111 e quote Grl parzer s 
ren1ark that 
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history is nothing but the manner in which the spirit of man apprehends facts 
that are obscure to birn, links things together whose connection only heaven 
knows, replaces the unintelligible by sornething intelligible, puts his own ideas of 
causation into the external world, which can perhaps be explained only frolll within; 
and assurnes the existence of chance where thousands of small causes nlay be really 
at work. [Ibid.] 

Yet, Nietzsche \varned, this conception of "objectivity" must be used with 
caution. ()ne rnust not aSSlll1le that there is SOl1le "opposition" between 
4thurnan action and the process of the world" (38~39). 'rhey are the sarne 
t 'l '. ('1', 

lITIS· 

Again, one Blust not look for some subject behind the phenomena. l11e 
phenolnena arc thernselves the subjects which the historian is seeking" l'he 
historian, in fact, ceases to be instructive when he generalizes about his data. 
Vvhile in other disciplines "the generalizations are the most iUlportant 
1 . " b . U ·1 - . 1 1 ",} h' ., "1·' I' ~' tllngs/ -ec~rl1se t ley contalIl t le aws, r 1e lstoflan s genera lZatlOns, Inso-

far as they rnight even legitinlately lay claim to the status of laws, are unirn
portant, because "the residue of truth, after the obscure and insoluhle part is 
ren1oved, is nothing but the COlllnlonest knowledge. 'The snlallest range of 
experience \vil1 teach if' (39). It \vould be as if the value of the dranla 'Nere 
supposed to reside only in its final scene. 1'he value of the historian's \vork 
does not lie in its generalizations, but rather, 

()n the contrary, its real value lies in inventing ingenious variations on a prob
ably cOlllnlonplace therne, in raising the popular nlelody to a universal sYlnbol 
and showing \vhat a \vorld of depth, power, and beauty exists in it. [Ibid.] 

'The fine historian Blust have the povv'er of coining the known into a thing never 
heard before and proclainling the universal so sin1ply and profoundly that the 
sinlplc is lost in the profound and the profound in the sirnple. [40] 

'I'he historian thus conceived is the rnaster of M:etaphorical-identifications of 
objects that occupy the historical field. By transforn1ing fan1iliar things into 

f "1' ~ Cb d' I " '1' d" ." un 'amI lar ones, -"y ren crIng t lern strange an lllYStCflOUS once ITIore, 
1 ". 1" '. 1 d .. I" . I" l 1 ,,~ . ~ I ~ " " t 1C Ulllversa IS revea_.e to eXIst In t l.e partlcu ar ano. t le partlcu ar In 
1 ~ t· 1 n 'l~ '} , t· I'" h 'dd . h 4 , ~ £ d" d tl " t_1e UIllversa_. ~ _le Slnlp e IS 1 _en 111 t -e prOloun an le pro-

found" in the "siulple." But this hiding is at the saIne tilne a revelation, a 
revelation of Iuan's povver to go into his present and do what he v\lill with 
history. 

\A/hat are the principles by vvhich such a historical consciousness ought to be 
guided? Nietzsche was quite specific in his answer to this question: 6'You can 
explain the past only by what is lllost powerful in the present." "1

1

he lan
guage of the past," he said, "is always oracular:- you will only understand it as 
builders of the future vvho know the present ... only he who is building up 
the future has a right to judge the past." But this judgn1ent of the past would 
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not yield any rules for predicting the future : "You have enough to ponder 
and find out in pondering the life of the future; ... do not ask history to show 
you the means and the instrunlent in it." But, by "thinking hilllself back" to 
his true needs, the creative lllan finds the ground on \vhich to let all the "sham 
necessities go." (Ibid.) Through the destruction of that "ironical self-con
sciousness" fostered by conventional historical scholarship, the grounds for a 
new, heroic historical vision can be forged. 

The kinds of historical consciousness from which Germany, in particular, 
and Europe, in general, \tvere suffering took three forms, in Nietzsche's view: 
Hegelianism, DarwinislTI, and the so-called philosophy of the unconscious, as 
represented by Eduard von Hartlnann. Hegelianism-as Nietzsche knew it
was rationalistic and presentist; it turned "practically every lTIOlllent into a 
sheer gaping at success, into an idolatry of the actual for which we have now 
discovered the characteristic phrase, 'adapt ourselves to circunlstances'" (52). 
DarvvinisI11 confiated the history of nature and history of man in such a way as 
to produce the sanle effect; it allo\ved a given generation of Inen to believe 
that they vvere the final goal and end of the whole cosmic process-and to rest 
content with what they presently were rather than to strive to be something 
better. The Hartnlannian doctrine of the unconscious made of a ceaseless, 
mysterious becoming the IT10tive po\ver of history, which took all of Ulan's 
responsibility for hinlself away frOITI him and vested it in an overriding power 
which he 111Ust I11erely serve, but never strive to control or donlinate. (56-57) 
Such a doctrine, Nietzsche maintained, yields a fantastic parody on history, 
for it denies history itself. It produces an inlage of history as a senseless ebb 
and flow of Inetaphysical forces. In such a view, man "has nothing .to do but to 
live on as he has lived, love what he has loved, hate what he has hated, and 
read the newspapers he has always read. The only sin for him is to live other
wise than he has lived" (58). Hartlnann's philosophy denies the truths known 
to the ego and subnlits to the demands of the id, to use Freudian terms. It 
requires" 'the full surrender of the individual's personality to the world-proc
ess,' for the sake of his end, 'the redemption of the \vorld'" (ibid.). 

Hartmann's doctrine of the sovereignty of the unconscious is, then, just as 
dangerous as Hegel's doctrine of the "World Spirit" and Darwin's apotheo
sized t~ature. It represents a hardening of the will to form to the detriment of 
the will to life. All such general schenlata must be eschewed, Nietzsche re
peated, if history is to serve the needs of living men: "The time will come 
when we shall wisely keep away from all constructions of the world-process, or 
even of the history of ll1an-a time when we shall no longer look at masses 
but at individuals who form a sort of bridge over the wan stream of becon1ing" 
(59). At that time, he predicted, "The task of history" will be to mediate be
tween great individuals, "and even to give the motive and power to produce 
the great man" (ibid.). Then it will be recognized that "the aim of mankind 
can lie ultimately only in its highest examples" (ibid.). The kind of broad 
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tolerance which Rankean historis111, taken in excess, induces in a 11lan is ulti
nlately harmful: "To take everything objectively, to be angry at nothing, to 
love nothing, to understand everything~makes one gentle and pliable" (53). 
It can even be fatal. But "fortunately history also keeps alive for us the menlory 
of the great 'fighters against history,' that is, against the blind power of the 
actual," whatever it may be (54). 

Ultilnately, Nietzsche concluded, the antidote to the "nlalady of history" 
must be history itself. It is another Irony that the cure for a historicized culture 
Blust be h0111eopathic: "For the origin of historical culture, and of its abso
lutely radical antagoniSlTI to the spirit of a new time and a 'modern con
sciousness' Blust itself be known by a historical process .... science must turn 
its sting against itself" (51). vVhen history itself shows the historical origins of 
a historical culture, the way will be open to the attainrnent of that "unhistor
ieal" or '~superhistorical" vantage point froln vvhich the myth-nlaking powers of 
art can do their work. \i\That is the unhistorical? It is Inerely ~'the power of art, 
of forgetting and of drawing a lilnited horizon around oneself" (69). And what 
is the super historical? It is lllerely the power to turn "the eyes froIl1 the process 
of sheer becollling to that which gives existence an eternal and stable charac
ter~to art and religion," Dionysus and Apollo together (ibid.) 0 In sum, "The 
unhistorical and the superhistorical are the natural antidotes against the over
powering of life by history; they are the cures of the historical disease" (70). 

Once we have wrapped ourselves in art and 11lyth, we lllay be able to return 
to the crea tivc study of history Ciand under the guidance of life make use of the 
past in that threefold way-]VI0l1Ull1ental, Antiquarian, or Critical," for, "All 
living things need an atnlosphere, a lnysterious 111ist, around then1. If that veil 
is taken a\vay and a religion, an art, or a genius [is] condenlned to revolve 
like a star without an atlllosphere, we 11lUSt not be surprised if it becolnes 
hard and unfruitful, and soon withers" (44). 

Modern culture is like this: it has lost all feelings of strangeness or astonish
lllent; it is pleased at everything and therefore neither loves nor hates anything 
in its own interest. 1'he result is a generation of men who have becolne home
less, doubting all ideas, allul0ralities. Knowing that "it was different in every 
age," the historically oriented I1lan also kno\vs that "what you are does not 
matter" (45). T'hus, since art is opposed to history, only 'lif history suffers 
transfornlation into a pure work of art" will it be able to "preserve instincts 
and arouse thel11" (42). But a vision of history "that lnerely destroys without 
any ilnpulse to construct will in the long run Blake its instrnlllents tired of 
life; for such Blen destroy illusions, and he who destroys illusions in hilllself 
and others is punished by the ultinlate tyrant, Nature" (ibid.). 

Nietzsche's "Use and Abuse of History" is more analytical in its method 
than most of his \vork; it implicitly invests nlore confidence in conventional 
philosophical criticisnl than the increasingly dithyranlbic mode of his later 
creations. Yet, appropriately, this analytical work is ultilnately only destruc-
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tive. In itself it offers little notion of vvhat a Tragic artistic historiography 
might look like. To be sure, since it is composed in the aura of Nietzsche's 
Birth of Tragedy, an exan1ple of such historiography could be supposed to be 
present to the consciousness of the essay's potential readers. In fact, the two 
works are cOlnplenlentary, and "The Use and Abuse of History" may be seen 
as a retrospective ground-clearing operation; it prepares the way for the new 
kind of historiography displayed in The Birth of Tragedy. But the latter vvork 
Inakes possible, by creating the desire for it, only a l~ragic art of the sort that 
appeared in Greece during the fifth century B.C. It asserts the need for a new 
historical account of Greek Tragedy and llloves toward the provision of such 
an account. It even sets Tragedy over against history as currently conceived 
as the means to the construction of such a new historical account of Greek 
Tragedy. 

But this juxtaposition of ancient Greek rrragedy to the various forms of 
lllodern poetic vision (including the ';Vagnerian, which, at the time, Nietzsche 
still honored) is prin1arily only that, a juxtaposition. rrhe process by \vhich the 
Greek Tragic vision was transIl1uted into the degenerate modern poetic vision 
remains obscure. Even while Nietzsche lamented the decline and fall of an.
cient Tragedy and named the 1110dern historical consciousness as its antitype, 
he did not, in The Birth of Tragedy, provide a theory of historical process by 
which the transformation of the forlner into the later can be explained. He 
was on the verge of such a theory, however; this llluch is shovvn by the wreck
ing operation undertaken in "rfhe Use and Abuse of History" and by the 
theory of the dialectic of femen1 bering and forgetting which underlies his 
distinction alllong the various £orl11s of historicism-the lVlontunental, the 
Antiquarian, and the Critical-and, within them, among their creative and 
destructive fornls. 

Still, in "'rhe Use and Abuse of History" Nietzsche Iuerely told what a 
creative, a life-serving, historiography would not be; he did not say what it 
would look like. \Vo111d it be structural or narrative, synchronic or diachronic, 
in conception? Would it be a "story" of individual men in contest with fate, 
or an assessment of a concluded sequence of events, Of, again, a Metaphorical 
evocation of heroic possibilities? Nietzsche said that it could be all these things 
sinlultaneollsly, or any of thenl singly or in con1bination, depending on the 
life needs of men (IS the historian conceives them. In short, Nietzsche vested 
the authority to deternline both the purpose of a given historical work and 
the forn1 it ,;yill take in the historian's own sense of the life needs of his tin1e. 
The historian is prohibited only from deifying the past at the expense of the 
present and the present at the expense of the future~that is to say, froIn 
writing uncritical Monumental or uncritical l\ntiquarian history, Of, con
versely, unheroic and irreverent Citical history. The model of such a life
serving historiography was offered by Nietzsche himself in a \vork which all 
but closed his career, ]'he Genealogy of Morals. 
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~~ Morcllity (lnd History 

The Genealogy of Morals (1887) can be read as an application of 
Nietzsche's proposed "superhistorical" ll1ethod to a problen1 at once historical 
and philosophicaL It seeks to detern1ine the origin and the 111eaning of 111oral
ity, of 11lan's 1110ral sense, his conscience, his belief in snch qualities as ('good" 
and "eviL" TIle essay begins with a criticism of the Rousseauist conception of 
history, in which a hurnanity that is basically '(good" is seen as having been 
corrupted by a '~fall" into the social state. On the contrary, Nietzsche argued, 
ll1an is not basically anything; and, if he has fallen into any condition, it is 
into "goodness," frOlTI which derive all of the peculiarly hU111an discontents of 
the nlan-aniInal. However, in this essay Nietzsche offered a schen1a for en1~ 
plotting the history of Western 1110rality in such a way as to pernlit prediction 
of an inl111inent release of I1lan frorn his constricting "goodness." rrhis release 
represents, as it did for Marx, a liberation froIn the "social" condition. But 
Nietzsche did not envision it as a release into "colnmunity." Rather, he saw it 
as a release £ro111 all necessary association with other nlen, a dreanl of individ
ual self-sufficiency which is nothing other than anarchy. He called this anarchic 
condition "heroisI11" or "superhUll1anity," but it is anarchy nonetheless. More
over, it is an anarchy lnade I1l0re terrible by the dissolution of all "values" 
that are prcsu111ed to underlie it. 

l'his is not to say that Nietzsche, any lnore than Rousseau or Marx, denied 
the necessity of the social stage as a prelin1inary to the final, creative (or 
heroic) stage. On the contrary, he held that Ulan needed this second stage in 
order to sharpen his peculiarly hllInan attributes, his hllnlan will and reason 
(167). But Nietzsche saw this social stage, the stage of self-denial, will
less ness and reasonableness, as having been dissolved by lIlan's own critical 
povvers and as preparing lnan for the breakup of reason and society, thus 
releasing the will to a new and higher kind of 'ibarbarisI11" in \vhich the indi
vidual would live his ovvn life as a vvork of art. Thus, he wrote his history in 
the voice of the eiron, but he enlplotted it as a kind of Comedy. 

rrhe first essay in T'he Genealogy 0/ Morals exan1ines the dichot0111ies "good 
and evil" and '~good and bad." It opens vvith an attack upon the English 
utilitarian Inoralists, vVh0111 I\Jietzsche ironically calls "historians of ethics"-
that is, scholars v/ha lnercly recount conventional ethical attitudes vvithout 
subjecting thenl to any criticisrn whatsoever. Actually, he said, they have aU 
been "quite deserted by the true spirit of history. rrhey all, to a Inan, think 
l1nhistorically." (159) 

Isut -vvhat does it lI1Can to "think historically"? In this case~ it is to think 
oneself back into the consciousness of a free, noble, and strong aristocracy 
which takes unto itself the right to ~~nalne" those things that please it and 
those that do not: 
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The origin of the opposites good and bad is to be found in the pathos of nobility 
and distance, representing the dominant telnper of a higher, ruling class in rela
tion to a lOvver, dependent one. TI1e lordly right of bestowing nanles is such that 
one would almost be justified in seeing the origin of language itself as an expres
sion of the rulers' power. They say [~1etaphorically], "This is that or that"; they 
seal off each thing and action with a sOllnd and thereby take Sy111bolic possession of 
it. [160] 

l'he language of nobility is therefore direct, innocent, undevious, naive; it 
na111es things without dissimulating, n1.usically as it were, without second 
thoughts. 

By contrast, the language of the weak is always a language of second 
thoughts, of devious intentions, and of secret aims. "When a noble nlan feels 
resentn1ent, it is absorbed in his instantaneous reaction and therefore does not 
poison him." But, l'"~ietzsche said, let us imagine how the '"enenly" is con
ceived by the rancorous, repressed, weak 111an. He lllUst conceive the "enemy" 
as 'ta fundamental idea," as "the Evil one," and "then as a pendant he has 
conceived a Good one~hilnself." (173) 

Here the difference betvveen the noble man and the weak nlan is conceived 
in terI11S of a distinction betvveen those able to think Metaph-orically and 
those constrained to think conceptually. The forn1er use the language of art; 
the latter use that of science, philosophy, or religion. 

For support of these generalizations, Nietzsche turned to etymology, the 
histories of the tern1S "good," "bad," and "evil," and argued that the terms for 
"good in all languages indicate the social class origin of all values" (162). 
The rebellion against the egoistic amorality of the primal aristocracy is led by 
a new anti-aristocracy, the leaders of which-the priests-branch off from the 
prin1al aristocracy of the strong and develop into its opposite. This new aristoc
racy of the herd has as its priule attribute the essential quality of the weak 
wherever they appear~that is, rancor. But it establishes its power over both 
the ll1asses and the strong by a linguistic strategeln; it simply calls its rancor 
"love." 

This rancor has its origins in the repression and sublilllation of the will to 
po\ver of the lnenlbers of the herd. As sublimated, this rancor takes the form 
of a transvaluation of noble attributes: whereas the noble 111an designates his 
ovvn actions as "good" and those which differ from his own as "bad," the 
weak Inan begins by designating the actions of his betters as "evil" and his 
o\vn as "good." 11111s the dichotonlY "good and bad" is supplanted by the 
dichotonlY "good and evil"; and, \vhereas the first dichot0111Y is cOlllpletely 
alTIoral, being lnerely an assertion of the experience of either the pleasure or 
the pain felt by the individual, the second is quintessentially metaphysical 
and 111oralistic, attributing a qualitatively evil substance to actions which differ 
fron1 those of the person or group doing the defining. 

Nietzsche sought to go beyond the metaphysical 11loralislll implied in the 
language of ugood and evil" by taking his stand on the idea of health, which 
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he defined as any direct and ilnnlcdiatc expression of en1otion. Health is to the 
physical organisll1 as Metaphorical consciousness is to the lnental state. vVhere 
an en1otion does not find direct and iIlllnediate outlet, he noted, it creates a 
fund of daI11TI1ed up energy which expresses itself indirectly, as rancor. This 
rancor, in turn, expresses itself in D1ental rather than physical activity, specifi
cally in a search for the calise by which the darnming up can be explained, and 
it finds it-in complete justification~in the strong. But, in order to explain 
his own weakness, the rancorous 111an charges the strong B1an vvith possessing 
11lore than rnere strength-the attribute, strength, is thus translated into a 
quality, evil. 

'l'be transforn1ation of an attribute (such as strength or weakness) into a 
quality (such as evil or patience) is effected by a linguistic sleight of hanel. 
In Section XIV of the first essay in The Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche 
ironically described how this transvaluation of values occurs; it is all linguistic. 
11he weak tranSIl1ute uweakncss into 111erit. . . . Irnpotence, \vhich can
not retaliate, into kindness; c()\vardice into hUll1ility/' and so on (180). Thus, 
the whole history of 1110rality is seen as a product of the operations of Metony
lnical and Synecdochic consciousness at the expense of the <iinnocent" 
Metaphorical apprehension of the world. 'rhe search for causes and essences~ 
for agencies behind, and qualities beyond, the phenolnena captured in in1agcs 
by rvTetaphorical langl1age~generates the two instrllrnents of oppression 
\vhich 111an turns upon hilTIself: science and religion. 

r~ietzsche did not see the full extent to which he was utilizing a tropological 
theory of language to account for 11lorality and culture in his <ihistory" of 
both in rrhe Genealogy of IVlorals. Aln10st as an afterthought, in a note ap
pended to the first essay, he suggested the follovving question for further 
consideration: "\Vhat light does the science of lingnistics, especially the study 
of etYITIology, throw on the evolution of ITIofal ideas?" (188). He had all
svvered this question in his first essay, in his discussion of the extent to which 
the Metonynlical and Synecdochic din1ensions of poetic language serve as the 
111otors of consciollsness, in its self-repressing operation, throughout history. 
'rhe full developrnent of these linguistic powers had resulted, in the end, in 
the Ironic consciollsness froIn which his age and civilization were suffering. 
He did not realize that, by taking his stand on the conception of the essential 
creativity of Metaphorical language, he was begging the question of the part 
played by Metaphor itself in 111an'S propensities for self-repression. But this 
linguistic historicis111, vvhich accords to Metaphorical consciousness a purely 
creative function, gave Nietzsche a base fron1 which to criticize the historical 
consciousness in its various fo1'111s (lVletonyrnical, Synecdochic, and Ironic) in 
his own age. 

I'\Tietzsche had been trained as a philologian, \vhich ll1eant that the trans~ 
fOflnations of language ITll1St have been present in his thought as a Il10del for 
understanding the transfornlation of consciousness itself. ll1is suggests that 
his conception of the cycle through \vhich consciousness passes ll1ay well have 
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been a projection of his conception of the linguistic cycle that passes from 
Metaphor through ~1etonymy and Synecdoche to Irony. TIle return to the 
innocence of consciousness was, then, necessarily conceived in terms of a 
return to the Nletaphorical stage of language. In any event, it is obvious that 
the \vhole problenl of remelnbering and forgetting, pronlising and binding 
oneself over to a fictitious past or future, was tied up in his nlind with the 
fallacies of Metonymical and Synecdochic apprehensions of the world. The 
"fall" into "goodness," into morality and self-Inutilation, was, in the end, 
nothing but a fall into the further reaches of linguistic possibility. 

The second essay in The Genealogy of Morals, on "guilt," "bad con
science," and "related 111atters," begins with a re-exalnination of the uniquely 
human po\ver of remenlbering. And here, as earlier, Nietzsche described 
lllenl0ry as a kind of perverse willfulness by which men bind themselves over 
to a specific future as well as to a fixed past. TI1is capacity to bind oneself over 
to a specific future and a fixed past is precisely what is meant by conscience, 
he argued. The capacity to remelnber gives to an oath taken in the past the 
power to bear upon and to deternline the present and the future. The oath 
taken, remembered, and adhered to imposes a kind of order on human life, 
but one quite different froln that ilnposed upon it by the faculty of forgetting. 
The faculty of forgetting al1o\vs us to live in a present; it functions "to shut 
teInporarily the doors and \vindo\vs of consciousness; to protect us from the 
noise and agitation with \vhich our lower organs ""vork for or against one 
another; to introduce a little quiet into our consciousness so as to make roonl 
for the nobler functions and functionaries of our organism which do the 
governing and functioning" (189). \Vhen we "forget" the past and future, 
we can "see" the present clearly. When oblivion is suspended by remenlbrance, 
4'specifically in cases where it is a question of promises," the will becomes 
chained to a prior condition and desire; and it continues to affirnl that condi
tion and desire, even at the expense of its o\vn health (189-90). 

In short, the capacity to prolllise is of precisely the saIne nature as the 
capacity to remelnber. By pronlising, one \vills forward, to impose a fictitious 
form on the future; by relnembering, one wills backward, to inlpose a fictitious 
£orln on the past. For Nietzsche, the ilnportant point about both promising 
and ren1enlbering was the interest in the light of which these fictitious forms 
are ilnposed on the future and the past respectively. Bad conscience is noth
ing but the incapacity to accept one's past acts as one's own, the impulse to 
view thelll as products of sonle other agent or agency than one's own will, to 
see them as rnanifestations of SOTI1e "quality" above, or superior to, one's own 
being. Good conscience, by contrast, is nothing but the power to say that, 
whatever happened or will happen in the future, happened or V\Till happen by 
illy O\VI1 agency, as a manifestation of illy own qualities. Creative forgetting, 
Nietzsche held, is at the san1e tinle creative remembering. For creative forget
ting is nothing but a rClnenlbering of one's own will, one's own po\vers and 
talents. And it is with whole generations as it is with the individual. To be 
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oneself is to deny the obligations which both past and future lay upon one, 
except for those obligations that one chooses for oneself and honors siInply 
because one finds theln '(good." In the second essay of The Genealogy, 
N'ietzsche took up the question which he had begged in "rrhe Use and Abuse 
of I-listory": ~'How does one erea te a 11lenlory for the h U111an aninlal? I-Iow 
does one go about to inlprcss anything on that partly dull, partly flighty 
hUlllan intelligence-that incarnation of forgetfulness~so as to B1ake it stick?" 
( 192 ). IJiscover the answer to that question, he said, and one not only solves 
the riddle of conscience, but one solves the riddles of society, culture, and 
destructive historical consciousness at the SUlTle time. Tlhe rest of The GeneaZ-
ogy of Morals is an essay on the history of culture, society, and 1110rality in 
terrns of a psychological theory of repression and sublinlation. In it the sense 
of a single, irredeenlable past and terror are identified as being essentially the 
sanle thing. 

l'he creation of lTIC1110ry can be effected only by pain, Nietzsche said; it 
follows, then;> that culture lllenl0ry, like personal l11enlory, is a product of 
pain, not of pleasure. 

Whenever nlan has thought it necessary to create a 111en10ry for hilnself, his effort 
has been attended with torture, blood, sacrifice. rr11e ghastliest sacrifices and 
pledges, including the sacrifice of the first-born; the 1110st repulsive 11111tilations, 
such as castration; the cruelest rituals in every religious cult (and all religions are 
at bottOlll systcn1S of cruelty) --all these have their origin in the instinct which 
divined pain to be the strongest aid to 111nenlonics. [19 3J 

In the beginning of hll111an history, when the ll1enlory of 111ankind was still 
less strongly developed, the rnost terrible ll1ethods of ll1elTIOry arousal were 
called for: 6('fhe severity of all prinlitive penal codes gives us sonle idea ho\v 
difficult it lTIUSt have been for U1an to OVerC0111e his forgetfulness and to drull1 
into these slaves of lYIOrnentary whinlS and desires a few basic requirenlents of 
C0I111TlUnalliving" (ibid.). By the cruelest Inethods the individual was taught 
to renlenlber a few iiI won'ts" which '~entitled hini to participate in the bene
fits of society; and indeed, with the aid of this 111er110ry, people eventually 
'call1e to their senses' " (194). 

What, then, is the origin of bad conscience? Nietzsche found a clue in the 
fact that the ternl "guilt" (Schuld) has its origins in a tern1 signifying a 
111atcrial relationship, 'tto be indebted" (Schulden). In short, the idea of guilt 
arises not in any late doctrine of the frcedolll of the \\lill but in the notion of 
co lltpenScLtion. l'he relation bet\veen danlage and pain, he said, arose '~in the 
contractual relation between creditor and debtor, which is as old as the notion 
of tlcgal subjects' itself and which in its turn points back to the basic practices 
of purchase, sale, barter, and trade" (195). T'he creditor receives one kind of 
paylnent froIll the debtor by the pleasure he gets in inflicting pain. Tnc nature 
of that pleasure is aesthetic: it is the pleasure which C0I11eS fronl being able to 
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exercise power over another, a pleasure which makes the punisher feel "noble," 
superior to the defenseless victim. Basically it is sadistic. And sadism, 
Nietzsche Inaintained, is the basis of all "artificial" hierarchies. (196) 

Nietzsche saw the origin of the state in the debtor-creditor relationship. In 
prilnitive times, he held, "the commonwealth stood to its members in the 
relation of creditor to debtor" (203-4). Originally, anyone who refused to 
pay his debts or who laid hands on his creditor \vas simply outlawed; in
creasingly, however, it became the practice merely to put a specific price on 
the crinle. In short, as society grew richer, it translated a sadistic pleasure into 
a COllllllodity with an exchange value. Pain, given or received, can be stored 
up, drawn upon, taxed, nationalized, or socialized. Nietzsche even contenl
plated the possibility of a society so rich in accumulated pain that it would 
have no need to punish its criminals, but would merely forgive them. This 
would be the millenniu111 for society as historically constituted. 

All of this was ouly Ironically suggested, however, for Nietzsche's real 
purpose was to use the notion of the capitalization of pain to account for 
the emergence of the idea of justice out of an intrinsically an10ral human 
existence. In reality, he argued, "To speak of right and wrong per se makes no 
sense at all. No act of violence, rape, exploitation, destruction, is intrinsically 
'unjust,' since life itself is violent, rapaciol1s, exploitative, and destructive and 
cannot be conceived otherwise" (208). How, then, does one account for the 
appearance of the idea of justice at the beginning of civilized existence? 

Justice, Nietzsche argued, was originally an instrument used by the strong 
to dinlinish the rancor of the weak. Regulation of rancor 

is accomplished by wresting the object of raneour from vengeful hands, or by sub
stituting for vengeance the struggle against the enemies of peace and order, or by 
devising, proposing, and if necessary enforcing COm)?fOlllises, or by setting up a 
nornlative scale of equivalents for damages to which all future complaints may be 
referred. [2°7] 

The establishnlent of such a body of equivalents-that is, of law-divests the 
vengeful act of its character as a personal slight and its particularity and trans
forms it into an objective relationship. And this transfornlation effects a 
change in the very nature of perception itself: 

Thus the rules deflect the attention of their subjects from the particular injury 
and, in ~he long run, achieve the opposite end from that sought by vengeance, 
which tries to make the viewpoint of the injured person prevail exclusively. Hence~ 
forth the eye is trained to view the deed ever more inlpersonally-even the eye 
of the offended person, though this, as we have said, is the last to be affected. 
[208] -

In short, justice has its origin in an arbitrary differentiation between Uright" 
and "wrong" actions, and its effect is to reorient the perceptions of eveyone, 



both the offended and the offender, so that the very feeling of selfhood is 
neutralized. This led Nietzsche to the conclusion that "frolll a biological point 
of vievv legal conditions are necessarily exceptional conditions, since they lilnit 
the radical life-will bent on po\ver and lllUst finally subserve, as means, life's 
collective purpose, which is to create greater power constellations." And its 
long-range effect on the species, he 111aintained, is to bring about '"lllan's utter 
dernoralization and, indirectly, the reign of nihilislll." Legality, he insisted is a 
"weapon against struggle" itself. [Ibid.] 

lllis passage on the origin of justice is crucial to an understanding of 
Nietzsche's psychologistic approach to cultural history. That Nietzsche him
self was avvare of the connection is shown by the fact that it is followed 
iIl1l1lediately by a discussion of the way by which the historian is able to pene
trate through the cloud of ideology which engulfs every culture's self-image 
and its own appraisals of its spiritual principles. Thus, in Chapter XII of the 
second essay in The Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche set forth the ontological 
basis of true historical rnethod. He began with the following observation: 

There is no set of Illaxinls Inore inlportant for an historian than this: that the 
actual causes of a thing's origins and its eventual uses, the Inanner of its incorpora~ 
tion into a syste111 of purposes, are worlds apart; that everything that exists, no 
Blatter what its origin, is periodically reinterpreted by those in power in ternlS of 
fresh intentions~ that all processes in the organic world are processes of outstrip
ping and overcoming, and that, in turn, all outstripping and overcol11ing lneans 
reinterpretation, rearrangement, in the course of which the earlier TIleaning and 
purpose are necessarily either obscured or lost. [2°9] 

This passage constitutes nothing less than a rejection of the Mechanistic, 
Organicist, and Contextl1alist conceptions of historical explanation, at one 
and the sanle tinle. The historical process is seen to be not a process at all but 
a series of 1110TIlcnts, each of which is related to what caIne before it and what 
\;yill follow it by the intentions of the agents on the scene at that tinle. The 
idea is to destroy not only all teleology but all causality as well. 

What N'ietzsche did here vvas to disengage the "evolution" of a thing froll1 
its '~uses" by those in power at any given tinlC, locating the "lneaning" of that 
evolution in the intentions of those who control the instrulnents of public 
perception in the present. In plaee of a sequence of cause-effect relationships 
as the Bladel for viewing the evolution or developnlent of any given biological 
or social phenoInenon, Nietzsche substituted the notion of a set of retroactive 
confiscations. Thus, he said, "the whole history of a thing, an organ, a ellstonl, 
becomes a continuous chain of reinterpretations and rearrangenlents." 1'hese 
reinterpretations and rearrangenlents "need not be causally connected alTIOng 
thelllselves," but l1lay "sinlply follow one another," which means that the 
evolution ~'of a thing, a custom, an organ" is not necessarily its "progressus 
towards a goal, let alone the most logical and shortest progressus, requiring the 
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least energy and expenditure." It is, rather, "a sequence of more or less pro
found, 1110re or less independent processes of appropriation, including the 
resistances used in each instance, the attempted transformations for purposes 
of defense and reaction, as well as the results of successful counterattacks." 
And he added that, if "forms are fluid, their 'meaning' is even more so." (210) 

When unpacked, these cryptic remarks provide important insights into 
Nietzsche's conception of the senlantics of all historical processes. As he sum
marized it, the argnn1ent reduces to the contention that "partial desuetude, 
atrophy, and degeneration, the loss of meaning and purpose-in short, death 
-l1lust be nun1bered an10ng the conditions of any true progressus, vvhich latter 
appears always in the fornl of the will and means to greater power and is 
achieved at the expense of numerous lesser powers." This amounts to nothing 
less than an affirmation of the conventional notion of Tragedy: "The scope 
of any ~progress' is 111easured by all that 11lUst be sacrificed for its ovvn sake." 
And Nietzsche even said: 4'To sacrifice hUlnanity as mass to the welfare of a 
single stronger hUlnan species would indeed constitute progress." (Ibid.) 

Yet, it \vollld be \~lrong to conclude too hastily that what Nietzsche called 
"this point of historical Inethod" is exhaustively describable in terrns of the 
conventional notion of Tragedy. The context in which it was expounded 
suggests that it was offered prinlarily as an alternative to the bourgeois notion 
of "adaptation," which donlinated much of the thought about evolutionary 
processes current in Nietzsche's tilne. Nietzsche was concerned to put the 
concept of activity in place of the concept of adaptation in thought about 
evolutionary process, \vhether in society or in nature. (211) 

l'his C0111I11entary on historical method per111itted Nietzsche .to return to his 
analysis of the relationship bet\veen pain and conscience. He noted that pun
ishrnent increases fear, CirCU111Spection, control over the instincts, that it rests 
at the base of civilized existence, and that it has renlained the basis of civiliza
tion since the beginning. lne infliction of pain even serves as the nexus of a 
secret bond bet\veen the criminal and his judge, who, by punishing the crim
inal for his crimes, shows him that no action, even murder, is in itself wrong; 
only those actions \vhich are cOlllmitted under certain circun1stances are 
wrong. 111is is the liberating discovery made by StendhaI's Julien Sorel in 
The Red and the Blacl~ during his trial by a "good" society. The response of 
Julien Sorel to his condemnation by "moral lllen" is to deny the right of 
others to prescribe lllorality for him. He insists that there is no such thing as 
substantive evil; and he \vill not admit to a "bad conscience." He discovers 
that "bad conscience" is learned. And so it was with Nietzsche: "Bad con
science [is] ... a deep-seated 111alady to which man succunlbed under the 
pressure of the n10st profound transforn1ation he ever underwent-the one that 
111ade him once and for all a social and pacific creature" (217)' Behind the 
forma tion of this bad conscience lies a systematic damn1ing up of the instincts, 
and a resulting "interiorization" which alone "provides the soil for the gro\vth 
of what \vas later called lnan's soul" (ibid.). The presumed existence of this 
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soul is in turn the origin of rnan's itnpulse to self-Illutilation through the inven
tion of all those "spirits" vvhich are iUlagined to resent the existence of al1inlal 
inlpulses in Inan. Here, too, is the origin of religion. As Nietzsche said: Uthe 
phenolllcnon of an anilnal soul turning in upon itself, taking arnlS against 
itself, was so novel, so profound, ITlysteriol1s, contradictory, and pregnant with 
possibility, that the whole cornplexion of the universe was changed thereby. 
1'he spectacle ... required a divine audience to do it justice" (218). And so 
the gods were invented to serve as the eternal audience before which this 
drama of COS111ic I11utilation could be played out, its "nobility" assured and its 
"value" authenticated. 

It is rernarkable how closely ~Jietzsche's account of the origins of society, 
conscience, and religion corresponds to Marx's account of it in The Gerrnan 
Ideology. But there is a significant difference: whereas Marx grounded all of 
these in the exigencies of hU111an snrvival and accounted for theni by the con
dition of scarcity vvhich both required the division of labor and led to the 
unequal distribution of goods produced, r~ietzsche located the in1pelling 
principle in a psychological factor, the win to power, a force which he con
sidered greater than the will to life and which accounted not only for man's 
d01l1ination and exploitation of other 111en but also for his own capacity to 
destroy hin1self. How else could one account for the excesses of the exploi t
ing class even in the Inidst of plenty, or the _positive acceptance by the ex
ploited classes of their condition of servitude, if not by a psychological predis
position in hurnanity in \vhich the giving of pain is experienced as a positive 
pleasure and the receiving of it is conceived as a necessity an10ng those vvho 
have no other choice? I-fow else could one account for the sclfrepression of 
aniIl1al instincts and their twofol<l expression in the dichot01110US relation of 
"good and bad" on the one hand and "good and evil" on the other? Finally, 
how could one account, beyond the confines of any lllerely exploiter-exploited 
relationship, for that transvaluation of values by which the ugood and bad" 
dichot0l11Y, which Blust have prevailed ~ul1ong the strong in the beginning of 
hunlan history, was supplanted by the "good and evil" dichot0l11Y of the \veak, 
\vhich has triu111phed everywhere in the historical period? ~~'ietzsche's ans\vers 
to these questions are all contained in the psychological theory of repression 
vihich he developed out of the basic concept of the will to povver, and \vhich 
111arks hin1 as a historical psychologist as great, if not greater, than f'reud hil11-
self. 

1 say aif not greater than Freud hi111Self" because, in his account of the 
origin of conscience in hUll1anity, :r~ietzsche did not require, as Freud did in 
l'o-tenl and Taboo, the postulation of a generalized prinlal "crinIe" by which 
a socially conditioned experience sllch as the Oedipus c0111plex is lived through 
by the entire species. He found the basis for the enlergence of conscience 
in a purely aesthetic i111pulse in the strong and the si111ilarly aesthetic response 
of the \veak to this i111pulse, both of which were expressions of the single, 
shared will -to power of the species. rrhus, Nietzsche postulated for the begin-
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ning of human history a \varrior aristocracy dominating by terror a larger, 
aIllorphous, and shiftless nlass of subjects. These aristocrats necessarily and 
instinctively imposed form on this lllass, which allowed Nietzsche to hail them 
as the ((the nlost spontaneous, Inost unconscious" artists that ever existed. But, 
instead of working on what have since becollle conventional artistic materials, 
these prilnitive artists worked on nlen themselves. Bad conscience arose not in 
them but in their subjects, vvho, impelled by a will to power every bit as strong 
as that of their l1lasters, but inlpeded fronl expressing it directly, had this in
stinct driven underground, turned against themselves, to become, in the form 
of the declaration "I anl ugly," a basis for defining the idea of the beautiful. 
Hence, the idea of 4!the beautiful," like that of "the good" and that of "the 
true," is a product of the consciousness which does not act, but is acted upon. 
Those who are live good, true, and beautiful lives have no need of these 
concepts; for such concepts are only ways of characterizing what bad, false, 
and ugly things are not. l'he "concepts" of the good, the true, and the beauti
ful are, therefore, products of fractured wills, of individuals who find in their 
actual degradation, as contrasted vvith their natural aspiration to power and 
cnjoynlent of life, a distinction between what is and what ought to be. 
Nietzsche described the transvaluation of this original consciousness into con~ 
science in the first essay of The Genealogy. In the second essay he showed 
how this transvaluation was translated into the basis of social morality. 

Here again Nietzsche was as austere as Marx, and characteristically nlore 
psychologistic. And again he anticipated Freud. But Freud conceived the 
origin of conscience to lie in the econo111ics of sexuality, in the struggle of 
the sons of the clan for the available women monopolized by the father, and 
in the subsequent nlurder of the father by the sons. But then, strangely, Freud 
invoked the notion of a kind of stockbroker mentality in prinlitive man by 
which the sons suddenly perceived the long-range interest of dividing up the 
WOlDen among thenlselves, setting proprietorial rights over them, and justify
ing this confiscation by the in1provisation of totemic religion. 

Nietzsche, characteristically, subordinated the sexual impulse to the power 
drive, which Freud himself might have done had he not been obsessed by the 
need to find evidence of the universality of the Oedipus complex. Nietzsche 
found the origins of social conscience in a siluple power relationship. Just as 
the idea of responsibiltiy in the individual was inspired by the systenlatic incul
cation of a debtor nlentality, so, too, the nl0ral continuity of society is seen 
as a function of a debtor-creditor relationship, which is imagined to exist be
tlveen the generations, between living lnen and their forebears. 

Among prinlitive peoples, Nietzsche noted with considerably more insight 
than Freud, each generation feels a sense of juridical 0 bliga tion to the ances
tors that is luuch stronger than any emotional one. "Early societies were 
convinced that their continuance was guaranteed solely by the sacrifices and 
achievements of their ancestors and that these sacrifices and achievements 
were required to be paid back." But, of course, Nietzsche said, they could 



ncver be fully repaid. In fact, a curiOlls~but perfectly understandable~logic 
operated in prinlitive society by \vhich any success anlong the living actually 
increased their dependence upon the dead: "the fear of the ancestor and his 
po\ver and the consciousness of indebtedness increase in direct proportion as 
the po\vcr of the tribe itself increases, as it bCCOl1leS Inore successful in battle, 
independent, respected and feared. I'\Jevcr the other \'lay around. n By con
trast, failure, decline, defeat, \vork in the other direction, leading to a dirninu
bon of respect for the ancestors, but not necessarily to rebirth, for regenera
tion is a function solely of the break \vith the feeling of indebtedness to 
anyone but one's self. rrhus, "]~o1]o\\'il1g this kind of logic to its natural ternl, 
\ve arrive a t a si tua tion in vvhich the ancestors of thc 1110St pO\Verflll tribes 
have bccoIne so fearful to the iI11aginatioIl that they have receded at last into 
a I1Ulllinous shado",,': the ancestor bcconles a god. Perhaps this is the \vay all 
gods have arisen, out of leaL" (222) 

l\nd just as nlan has inherited £roIn his prinlitive ancestors the notions of 
good and bad, "togetl1cr ,"vith a psychological penchant for hierarchies, so he 
has inhcrited froI11. the tribes, together \vith the tribal gods, a burden of out
standing debt and the 'desire to Blake final restitution" (223). l lhis is the 
origin of an those redel11ptive religions \vhich have cnt thc Gordian knot \vith 
the ancestors by ascription of both individual responsibility and individual 
guilt to Incn, but which in the process have set as a price on this rec1Clllption 
the abandol1111cnt of the fruits of the earth for all tinle. Tlhus, :t~ietzsche said, 
Christianity represents the triulnph of the highest sense of indebtedness and 
guilt ever conceived. lie sa,v the COIlSUITll11ation of Christianity, ho\ycver, as 
an occasion for joy. 

If \ve are right in assl1n1ing that \\'e have novv entered upon the inverse dcvelop
ll1ent, it stands to reason that the steady decline of bclief in a Christian god should 
entail a COnlI11ensuratc decline in l11an's guilt consciousness .... a c0l11plcte and 
definitive victory of atheisll1 nlight deliver Inankind altogether fron1 its feeling of 
indebtedness to its beginnings, its causa prinlCl. Atheisn1 and a kind of "second 
innocence" go together. [225 ] 

~~ ]'ruth and I-listory 

It \vould appear, then, that the sense of generational obligation and "his
torical consciousness" anlo11nt to thc saIDe thing. The capacity to "rC111elnber" 
lies at the heart of both. And the escape £ro111 generational obligation entails 
an escape fron1 historical consciousness. If 11len are not to die of the debtor 
111entality that keeps thelll froll1 living for thenlselves alone, rel1lenlbering 
111USt be replaced by a selective forgetfulness. 

In the third essay of The Genealogy, "What Do Ascetic Ideals Mean?" 
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Nietzsche sketched a history of the effects of TIlan'S capacity for self-mutilation 
on Inankind in general. He savv the development of ascetic ideals as indicative 
of a special hun1an power-not, to be sure, a spiritual power, but an impulse 
of the human "vi II , "its fear of the void" (231). Man's will, he said, requires 
an ainl. All \villing is a willing of something. And where an ainl is lacking, 
the vvill may take the void itself as its goal. Thus, when men are unable to 
give vent fully to their animal passions, they are capable of making of neces
sitya virtue and of turning chastity into a goal, purpose, or ideal value. And 
ascetic ideals, the deification of pain and Illutilation, are born. 

The vvhole reaIn! of higher culture is, according to Nietzsche, a product of 
the sublilllation of this ascetic impulse. In art, this in1pulse reaches its apogee 
in the notion of the will-less artist, the disinterested spectator of the world of 
the sort postulated by Kant, for \"holTI beauty is, of all things, "disinterested 
pleasure," as if there could ever be such a thing. Schopenhauer gave to this 
Kantian conception of the beautiful a specifically decadent turn by glorifying 
beauty as a "release fro111 the will" and a "sedative of the will." Against this 
vie\v of the beautiful, however, Nietzsche opposed the Stendhalian notion of it 
as "precisely the cxciten1ent of the \vill, of 'interest,' through beauty" (240)' 
Thus, the triUl11ph of Kantian and Schopenhallerian aesthetics was the sign of 
the triulnph of intellect over will, of man's repressive capacity over the will to 
po\ver, of the ideal of the spectator over that of the actor. It was, in short, the 
triUI11ph of the concept over the image. As such it constituted the cause of the 
Ironic consciousness that characterized the culture of the tilne. 

But, Nietzsche clain1ed, this ascetic culture, with its ideal of disinterested
ness, is l11erely a dodge by which the philosophers express their own inverted 
will to power. The "virtues" of the philosophers, Nietzsche argued, are merely 
nleans to the end of self-expression considered as pure intellection, the only 
fon11 of expression open to the repressed n1an. Thus interpreted, philosophy 
as it has descended frOlTI Plato is little more than an extension of the original 
perversion of the Apollonian will to forlll. One ought not to fault what the 
philosophers have been able! to achieve, Nietzsche argued, and he adlnitted 
that a certain asceticisl11 is necessary to any strenuous intellectual activity. 
(247) But it is necessary, he insisted, to deterlnine whether the gain in intel
lectual power has been vvorth what it has cost in anin1al energy, for "Nothing 
\vas ever bought I110rC dearly than the sI11all portion of hUlllan reason and 
freedom that is no\v our pride" (250). Yet Nietzsche was more interested in 
asking ho\v the substitution of intellection for animal energy arose and what 
it portended for the future of the culture tha t it sustained. 

If the irnpulse behind philosophizing is ultimately an aesthetic one-that is, 
if the urge to philosophize has its origin in the desire to ilnpose form on the 
world~how docs one account for the fact that the philosopher conventionally 
assun1es an ascetic countenance and even a belief in ascetic values? It all 
began-Nietzsche surmised~as a means of surviving the wrath of the priests 
in ascetically oriented religious cultures. The philosopher is by nature the 



enenlY of the priest, but, since in the beginning he lacked the prestige of the 
priest, he had to assume a priestly disguise. U nfortuna tely, the disguise soon 
seized the actor and tranSfOr111ed the philosophical impulse to freedolll fronl 
religion in to a new kind of religion every bit as ascetic as that against which 
it had originally arisen. And the result was that a genuinely life-serving 
philosophy disappeared. 

'}'his is shown by the tril1111ph of a sadistic ill1pulse in philosophy no less 
than in art. Just as 11loderD art eulogizes the will-less artist, so, too, 1110dern 
philosophy eulogizes the hobbled thinker. Surely, Nietzsche said, it is the 
height of sadistic pleasure "when reason in its self-contenlpt and self-Illockery 
decrees that the reahn of truth does indeed exist but that reason is debarred 
frarn it," as in the thought of Kant (254-55). The philosophical ideal of his 
own time, Nietzsche said, in1agines a "pure, will-less, painless, tin1eless 
knower" with the objective of attaining a 44pure reaSOD, absolute knowledge, 
absolute intelligence" (255). But all these concepts, Njetzsche held, '·presup
pose an eye snch as no living being can ilTlagine, an eye required to have no 
direction, to abrogate its active and interpretative powers~precisely those 
powers that alone 111ake of seeing, seeing s01nething." This ideal obscures the 
fact that "all seeing is essentially perspective, and so is all knovving. The lnore 
en1otions \tve allow to speak in a given 111 a tter, the Inore cliffcren t spectacles 
we can put on in order to view a given spect?cle, the more cornplete will be 
our conception of it, the greater onI' objectivity" (ibid.). The will to truth, 
then, is essentially a way of denying the apprehension of the truths of things. 
The will to truth, like the ideal of ~'objectivity" which conceives objectivity 
as the perception of the vvill-Iess knower, is the enenlY of both truth and will. 

Significantly, for Illy purposes, Nietzsche took 1110dern historians as the very 
incarnation of this ideal of the will-less, knovver. 'They place thenlselves before 
the historical past as will-less and thoughtless ""mirrors" of events: '4r}lhey reject 
teleology; they no longer want to 'prove' anything; they disdain to act the part 
of judges ... ; they neither affirm nor deny, they sin1ply ascertain, describe" 
(293)' tl'hcse "objective" historians have a decadent counterpart in such 
"aesthetes" as l{enan. l'his is the "epicurean, philandering kind, who ogles 
life as Bluch as he does the ascetic ideal, who wears the word 'artist' like a kid 
glove, and who has entirely engrossed the praise of contenlplation" (293-94). 
These spectators par excellence, Nietzsche said, possess the '~hypocritical 'fair
ness' of inlpotence" (295). 

But Nietzsche savV European culture as having reached the outer linlits of its 
own alienation. SOlnething had been gained; the will had been saved, even if 
only for the void. That is what the ascetic ideal is all about finally_ It is a 
'~revulsion fron1 life, a rebellion against the principal conditions of living. And 
yet, despite everything, it is and renlains a will." It only renlains to raise this 
will-to-nothingness to self-consciousness, to n1ake it a prograIll rather than an 
expedient, to strike out and to destroy with the powers of this over-refined 
intellect all of the burdens placed on n1an by his ascetically induced sensi-
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bilities. 111is and this alone would release the will to a positive willing. In that 
work of destruction and creation history, too, ,voltld have a part, by becoming 
the sl1perhistorical art displayed by Nietzsche himself in his Genealogy of 
Morals. 

It should now be apparent that The Genealogy of Morals is a historico
psychological account of the origins of the trinity of conventional hunlanism: 
the beautiful, the good, and the true; an analysis of the role that conventional 
historical consciousness has had in sustaining belief in their substantive reality; 
and a call by example to the formation of a new, purified, and life-serving 
historical consciousness by ,vhich this burden of substantialism can be thrown 
off. TIlis nevv life-serving historicisnl presupposes a new psychology which en-
cOlllpasses will, as ,veIl as reason and the senses, as its subject nla tter, and 
ll1akes the dynanlics of the will its central object. Lying beneath and sustain
ing this envisioned psychology is the conviction that man is primarily an 
inlage-nlaking anin1al, an animal \vhich iInposes form on the chaos of the 
sense ilnpressions that bombard hinl in any merely animal apprehension of his 
world, and lnakes his inlages for a purpose. But this purpose is presumed to be 
individual and subjective and to have its sole possible end in the world, not 
outside it. Moreover, in Nietzsche's thought, this purpose has been completely 
liberated from any obligation to the powers that preceded it, exist \vith it, or 
will follow it. It finds its practical limitations not in any abstract forces that 
are conceived to underlie or inforlll it, or that emerge in the ,vorld process as 
a \vhole, but solely in the will's own actions, in the interplay with other pur
poses pursued by other vvills which have been similarly liberated frbm abstract 
constraints and therefore are sin1ilarly free. Neither spirit, society, the state, 
Blades of production, nor culture can lay any claim on this will; least of all 
can the priests restrain it. F Of, although spirit, society, the state, modes of 
production, and culture 111ay be said to exist, they are seen solely as the prod
ucts of humanity, of its power and of its plastic capacity. As for God, He 
cannot be said to exist at all; although He I11ay be seen as a product of human 
imagination, He can be dismissed as only that, and dissolved by an act_Qf the 
imagina tion itself. 

Nietzsche thus used historical consciousness to sever the last bonds that 
link Inen to other men in shared enterprises. He envisaged the ultimate dis
solution of history itself, and more radically than Marx had done. Like ~1arx, 
he perceived beyond the rubble left by that dissolution the formation of a new 
hunlanity. But it would not be conscripted to the service of either a new com
munity or a purified culture, for Nietzsche had dissolved the concepts of com
ll1unity and culture, along with those of the past and future, in the interest of 
creating the autonomous individual. For Nietzsche, there was only the pres
ent. Man is alone in it, and he is charged with the responsibility of living 
every present as if it vvere to be his eternity_ Such is the inlport of the myth 
of 'leternal recurrence" taught by Zarathustra. 
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~~ Conclusion 

Nietzsche's purpose as a philosopher of history \vas to destroy the notion 
that the historical process has to be explained or en1plotted in any particular 
way. The very notions of explanation and enlplotrnent are dissolved; they give 
place to the notion of historical represen ta tion as pure story, fa bula tion, myth 
conceived as the verbal equivalent of the spirit of lTIusic. Yet this conception 
of historical representation has its own conceptual underpinnings; it presup
poses a lexicon, a gramnlar, a syntax, and a senlantic systenl by which the 
historical field can be provided with a nunlber of possible meanings. 

When Nietzsche surveyed the historical field he found there only manifesta
tions of the operations of the hlunan will, and he grouped these lllanifesta
tions into basically two kinds: those of strong TIlen and those of weak men. 
The syntax of the relationships between these two kinds of historical agents 
is cOlnplicated, hovvever, by the fact that the basic la\v governing thenl, the 
will to power, is mediated by a uniquely hU111an faculty, consciousness. NIan's 
capacity for reflection, and, above all, his ability to nalne things, to confiscate 
things by linguistic lneans, results in the erection of a second illusory world, 
alongside the original world of pure power relationships. The history of cul
ture thus appears as a process in vvhich the \veak vie with the strong for the 
authority to deterlnine how this second world will be characterized. And the 
history of hllll1an consciousness describes a process in \vhich the original i1nag
ing of the world in ter111S of the categories "good and bad" gives place to 
different ways of conceptualizing it in ternlS of the categories of "good and 
evil" on the one hand and the categories of 4·cause and effect" on the other. 
rrhus, the history of hUlllan consciousness can be en1plotted as a "fall" out of 
the original, Metaphorical 1110de of apprehending the world into the Synec
dochic and Metonynlical Blodes of cOlnprehending it. Nietzsche described this 
ufall" as a transition £ronl 111llSic, poetry, and 11lyth into the arid worlds of 
science, religion, and philosophy. 

There is, however, an intrinsic Irony in this ufall," for the full cultivation of 
the Synecdochic and MetonYI11ical l110des of comprehension works to the 
disadvan tage of both. Religion denies art, science denies religion, and philos
oph y denies science, so that 1110dern nlan is h ur led farther in to the depths of a 
specifically Ironic consciousness, is deprived of faith in his own reason, in1ag
ination, and will, and is finally driven to despair of life itself. 

In Nietzsche's view, this despair accounted for his own age's obsession 
with history. l'he 1110dern historicist 111entality is a product of the hope that 
the past Inight provide models for cOll1portn1ent in the present, or that the 
hypostatized "historical process" ll1ight by its own operations effect the re
den1ptiol1 which lnan longs for. Failing these, it becolnes a distraction, a pas
tinle, a narcotic. lIistorical thought in the l1lodes of Metonymy, Synecdoche, 
and Irony, then, not only is a synlptolll of the lnalady of modern man but 
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also is a sustaining cause of that malady, for historical consciousness in. these 
luodes simply reminds Juan of his enthrallrnent to forces and processes outside 
himself, his obligations to past and future generations, his bondage to powers 
greater or lesser than himself. Historical consciousness prohibits luan from 
"going into" his present and thus reinforces the very condition it is intended 
to surn10unt. The immediate problelu, then, is to dissolve the authority of all 
the inherited ways of conceiving history, to return historical thinking to a 
poetic, and specifically ~1etaphorical, Illode of comprehending the world
that is to say, to promote a capacity for creative forgetting, so that thought 
and imagination can respond immediately to the world lying there before it 
as a chaos, to be done with as current desire and need require. 

The return of historical thought to the Metaphorical mode will perluit 
liberation fro111 all efforts to find any definitive meaning in history. The ele
nlents of the historical field will be seen to lend themselves to conlbination in 
an infinite l1u111ber of ways, in the sanle \vay that the elenlents of perception 
do to the free artist. The important point is that the historical field be re
garded, in the sa111e \vay that the perceptual field is, as an occasion for il11age-
111aking, not as Inatter for conceptualization. In the process, the very notion of 
a historical senlantics is obliterated. Even the chronicle of events is deprived of 
its authority as a limiting condition on what the historian may do in his 
construction of his inlages of the past. Just as poetry is itself the means by 
which the rules of language are transcended, so, too, Metaphorical historiog
raphy is the 111eans by which the conventional rules of historical explanation 
and e111plotnlent are abolished. Only the lexical elements of the field remain, 
to be done \vith as the historian, now governed by "the spirit of nlusic," de
sires. T1he dissolution of the l1otion of a historical senlantics is, at the sanle 
tinlC, the dissolution of the dreanl of a method by which history-in-general can 
be endovved \vith any sense at all. TIle historian is liberated fro111 having to say 
anything about the past; the past is only an occasion for his invention of 
ingenious 4i1nelodies." Historical representation becolues once more all story, 
no plot, no explanation, no ideological implication at all-that is to say, 
~'nlyth" in its originallneaning as Nietzsche understood it, "fabulation." 

Yet, this conception of historical knowledge does have specific ideological 
inlplications, and they are those of Nihilism, as Nietzsche hinlself recognized. 
Any attenlpt to interpret Nietzsche's thought as a purer and nlore consistent 
fornl of the conventional ideological positions-Conservative, Liberal, Reac
tionary, Radical, or even Anarchist-nlust face the fact that, in his conception 
of history, the prospects of any community whatsoever are sternly rejected. In 
Nietzsche, no historical grounds exist for the construction of any specific 
political posture except that of antipolitics itself. Thought is liberated froDl 
responsibility to anything outside the ego and ",ill of the individual, whether 
past, future, or present. In this respect Nietzsche nlerely represents a heroic 
affirnlation of the Ironic condition of the culture of his own age. 

He savv in such heroic affirnlation a means to the liberation of the creative 
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ilnagination froln restrictions placed on it by thought itself. Thus, his envi~ 
sioned rebirth of 1\1etaphorical consciousness resists regression to the specifi
cally R0111antic \vorld view it appears to require. A thinker like Michelet, 
hinlself the practitioner of a Metaphorical historiography, was still convinced 
of the possibility of extracting the essential Blcaning of history fro111 the vvhole 
set of Metaphorical identifications that structured the stories he told. Behind 
Michelet's wager on the :l\1etaphorical lllethod lay the conviction that hUl11an
ity, freed frorn the grip of false conceptualizations of its nature and processes, 
would still possess the potential to forIn itself into COIIllTIUnities of love and 
TI]utual respect. Nietzsche left the world in its fractured condition, divided 
between the strongi' vvho are destined to dorninate it in the funre, and the 
weak, who are fated to serve as the '''nlaterial'' out of which the liberated 
artists of power will fashion their uworks of art." This condition of schis111 is 
not only accepted but positively affirnled as a desirable condition. l-listorical 
thought has been purged of its illusions; the products of its dreanls have been 
transfor1l1ed into concepts, but have been delivered over to the service of the 
will to power; and hll111anity has been consigned to the operations of a world 
in which artistic dCCOIlUll alone stands between it and the descent into a 
dreadful night vvhere Death is king. 

l'11e specifically ~'Radical'~ nature of l~ietzsche's idea of history can now be 
characterized. I1e represents a repudiation of the efforts both to explain his·· 
tory and to enlplot it as a draITla with any general TIleaning. lIe advocated an 
enlplotIl1Cnt of the historical process as 'rragedy, but he so redefined the con
cept of 1'ragedy as to deprive it of any rnol'(zl implication whatsoever. T11e 
explanatory strategies that Ranke, Marx, 1~ocql1eville, and even Burckhardt 
advocated went by the board, since explanation was no longer of any concern 
to hinl. Explanation, like en1plotnlent, is only a tactic, not an end or goal 
aspired to by the historian. 

Nietzsche's position on all these 111attcrs "vas closest to that of Burckhardt, 
but he carried the implications of Burckhardt's conception of history as an art 
forl11 beyond anything that the latter would have accepted. Burckhardt was 
still inspired by the notion of the a sublin1e" as a control on what perception 
was pern1itted to find in the historical, as in the visual, field. In Nietzsche the 
notion of the 44sublilTle" is replaced by that of the "beantiful," and the beauti
ful is defined as anything that the sovereign will finds "good" to it. 1'hc 
u, d'" . - cl "'1" 1 1 1 "b d" 1 ., goo ~, In turn, IS contrasteu not to eVL Jut on y to t Ie ~a - ~t 1at IS to 
say, to that which the sovereign will finds unpleasureable in experience. 

Thus, like philosophy, science, and religion itself, historical knowledge is 
subn1itted to the rule of the pleasure principle. It is a supren1e Irony that 
Nietzsche, the enenlY of the '<aesthetes" of his own tilne, not only ended by 
deifying a purely aesthetic conception of history but also subordinated the 
aesthetic sensibility to the irnperatives of the will to poV\rer, thereby rendering 
those aesthetes lllore arrogant and 11lore dangerous than they would have 
been without this subordination. 
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It is here that the basis of Nietzsche's fundamental opposition to Hegel can 
be found. Whereas Hegel sa\v historical consciousness as the ground for 
nlediating between aesthetic and moral impulses in Ulan, Nietzsche set up a 
dichotonlY between aesthetic sensibility and morality and then proceeded to 
find a ',tvay of releasing the former from the latter by the dissolution of his
torical consciousness itself. In the process, however, he took up and pushed to 
its conclusion an insight vvhich underlay all of Hegel's thinking about histori
cal knowledge-that is, the extent to which the rules governing thought about 
history had their origins in linguistic habits and conventions themselves. But 
in setting up a dichotomy within language itself, by radically opposing poetic 
to conceptual language, and by viewing the latter as a "fall" from the inno
cence of the fornler, he precluded any possibility of finding a ground on which 
artistic insights and scientific knowledge could be turned to the single task of 
making sense out of the historical process and determining man's place in it. 
In separating art froIn science, religion, and philosophy, Nietzsche thought 
that he was returning it to union with "life." Actually, he provided the grounds 
for turning it against human life, for, since he regarded life as nothing but 
the will to power, he wedded the artistic sensibility to that will and turned 
life itself away from that kno\vledge of the world without which it cannot 
produce anything of practical benefit to anyone. 



Chapter 

~-{1 Introduction 

CROCE: THE PHILOSOPHICAL DEFENSE 

OF HISTORY IN THE IRONIC MODE 

I have noted the Ironic cOlllponent in the work of all philosophers of history, 
and I have indicated how it differs froin the Irony that is in1plicitly present in 
every historian's atternpt to wrest the truth about the past fro111 the docu-
111ents. l-'he historian's Irony is a function of the skepticis111 which requires 
him to subnlit the dOCl1111ents to critical scrutiny. He ll1USt treat the historical 
record Ironically at some point in his work, 1lll1St assume that the docn1l1ents 
luean s0111ething other than what they say or that they are saying s0111ething 
other than what they lnean, and that he can distinguish between saying and 
meaning, or there would be no point in his writing a history. He could silllply 
compile a collection of dOCUlnents and let them figure forth their own truth 
in their own terlTIS. To be sure, the historian's Irony may be only a tactical 
tool, functioning as a 111ethodological element in the preliminary stage of 
research, and beC0111ing progressively dissolved as the "truth" or ':(truths" con
tained in the docurnents beCOITle clear. Once he thinks he has extracted the 
truth fronl the dOClllnents, he nlay then abandon his Ironic posture and write 
his histories in one or another of the nlodes I have analyzed, in the firm con
viction that he is telling the truth about "what really happened" in the past, 
with more or less Ironic condescension toward his audience, but not with 
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respect to vvhat he himself now "knovvs." The historian may maintain an 
Ironic attitude vis a vis his materials on the one hand and his audience on the 
other; but, when he maintains an Ironic stance with respect to his own enter
prise, as Burckhardt did, the result is history emplotted as Satire, in which 
Irony is raised to a principle of historical representation. 

TIle case of the philosopher of history is different from that of the historian. 
The philosopher of history aSSUl11eS an Ironic (or, if one wishes, a skeptical) 
attitude, not only \vith respect to the historical record, but with respect to the 
\vhole enterprise of the historian as vvell. He seeks to deternline the extent to 
which a given historian's work (and, indeed, the whole historiographical 
-enterprise) ll1ay still be undergirt by unacknowledged presuppositions or as
sumptions-that is to say, to identify the naive element in historical thinking, 
the extent to which a given historical work has failed to maintain a critical 
attitude with respect to itself. 1'hus, although philosophy of history remains 
Ironical ,vith respect to any given historian's work, its aim is to expose to 
consciousness, to criticize, and to eliminate the possibility of an Ironical 
historiography. 

Any given historical \vork~indeed, all historical works-may be ad
judged flavved or a failure to SOllle extent, but the philosopher of history wants 
to sho\\7 that, in spite of this fact, one need not take an Ironic view with re
spect to the historiographical enterprise as a whole, that grounds for confi
dence and belief in the utility of historical thinking for life are possible. Even 
I'~ietzsche, \vho vie\ved all products of thought Ironically, purported to save 
historical thinking for life by red Hcing it to the sanle fictional level as science 
and philosophy, grounding it in the poetic imagination along with these, 
and thereby releasing it £ro111 adherence to an inlpossible ideal of objectivity 
and disinterestedness. 'rhus, as I have said, even though it begins in Irony, 
philosophy of history seeks to go beyond Irony, to discover the grounds on 
which the historian l11ight eli111inate the Ironic elen1ent in his account of the 
past and purport to tell, with perfect self-confidence, "what was actually hap
pening" in that past. At least, such \vas the case with the best philosophers of 
history of the ninteenth century. 

Hegel sought the 'Nay beyond Irony in historical thinking through a Synec
dochic analysis of the different forrrls of historiography as a preliminary to a 
dialectical synthesis of their various kinds of findings in a philosophical history. 
JVlarx sought the way to a philosophical history through a Metonymical analy
sis and Synecdochic synthesis of the facts contained in the historical record 
and the \vork of other historians so as to replace the relativism of ideologically 
1110tivated historiography with a non1ological system of explanation. Nietzsche, 
on the other hand, sought a way out of the Irony of the historical thinking of 
his own day by pushing the Ironic position to its logical conclusion, asserting 
the essentially Nletaphorical nature of all knowledge of the world, and dissolv
ing all doubt by establishing the superiority of poetic insight over all other 
£ornls of conlprehension. 
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These different critical strategies gave to the three philosophers of history 
their justification for emplotting history-in-general as Romantic C0111edy or 
Carnic l~olnancc, but more "realistically" than their counterparts in historiog
raphy, insofar as each was at the saUle tinle pernlitted to assert the essentially 
urrragic" nature of every finite historical existent. In Hegel, Marx, and Nietz
sche the tension between a 'fragic and a C0I11ic vision of the world process \vas 
lnanitained, even though it was enclosed \vithin, and finally resolved by an 
appeal to, the conception of hUITlan knovvledge which each assulllec1 to be the 
B10St authoritative forlTl of truth: philosophical, scientific, and poetic respec
tively_ 

\Vith Nietzsche, however, the categories of analysis began to dissolve. rrhe 
44for111s" \vhich I-lege1 found in history, no less than the "laws" found by J\;larx, 
were defined by Nietzsche as nothing but fictions, products of the poetic 
i111agination, 1110re or less llseful or convenient for the living of a particular 
kind of life, but in no way adequate to the discovery of the truth of human 
life. l~or Nietzsche, full authority for c1eterlnining \vhich ~'fornlsn and \vhich 
"} " '11 1 1 '1'. 1 1 '4 1 " . l' 1 ~ . a\vs \VL )C treatec as 1J t ley are t le trut 1 IS vestee In t lC sovereIgn ego 
or \viII, \vhich adnlits no law except its own life interests or \vill to power. 
Nietzsche even dissolved the distinction between the Cornic and the T'ragic 
visions of life. In his thought ~rragedy is conceived as being of t\VO general 
kinds: the conventional Ironic kind, which teaches resignation to Uthings as 
they are"; and the new, C01l1ic, Apollonian-Dionysiac kind, \vhich teaches a 
radical ovcrcolning of all situations in the service of the life force alone. In 
short, Irony is assiluilated to rrragedy, anc11'ragec1y to Conledy, in such a \vay 
as to Blake the distinctions between thenl inconsequential, in the saDle way 
that the distinctions aillong science, philosophy, and poetry are dissolved by 
their progressive assilnilation to the last-named. 

But thought about history still rC111ains severed, fragnlented, internally 
wounded. Anlong historians there is general agreen1ent on the ilnpossibility 
and undesirability of searching for laws of historical cansation, but division 
over whether historical knowledge is knowledge of the general (of types) or 
knowledge of the particular (of individualities) persists. Moreover, on the 
Blatter of the enlplotlllent of the historical process, there is clisagreelnent over 
\vhether history is to be elTIplotted in the 1110de of [{olllance, COlnedy, 1'rag~ 
edy, Satire, or SOl1le cOll1binatiol1 of these. 

1'hen, over against the historians stand the philosophers of history, who in 
general deny the atteulpt at explanation by description and anticipate the 
Ironic consequences of a historiographical convention without any firn1 
theoretical base for the defense of the descriptions actually offered as expla
nations in the na~ratives. But there is no agrcenlent alTIOng these philosophers 
of history over what this theoretical base should consist of. 

Hegel argued for the authority of the Synecdochic luode of characterizing 
the historical field, of explanation by typological classification and emplot
n1ent by a conlbination of Tragedy and Comedy. Marx argued for the 
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Nletonymical mode, with explanation by nomological or causal analysis and 
eillplotment-as in Hegel-by a combination of Tragedy and C'omedy. 
Nietzsche defended the Metaphorical mode, with explanation by artistic 
intuition and emplotn1ent in the cOlnbination of Tragedy and Con1edy 
unique to his theory of the forlner n1ythos. It remained only for a philosopher 
of history to reflect on this severed condition of historical consciousness and 
to conclude that historical knowledge itself was nothing but the existential 
projection of the Ironic 1110de to cOlnplete the cycle of possible historical 
attitudes in the philosophy of history that had been lived through in 
historiography in the transition frolll Michelet to Burckhardt. The problem 
would then be: how could one live with a history explained and emplotted 
in the Ironic mode without falling into that condition of despair which 
Nietzsche had warded off only by a retreat into irrationalisl11? The philoso
pher of history who tried to solve this problen1, within the terms set by this 
analysis of the situation at vvhieh historical thinking had arrived by the 1880s, 
was Benedetto Croce, the 1110St talented historian of all the philosophers of 
history of the century. 

~ Philosophy of History as Criticisnl 

Croce did not start out as a philosopher, or even as a professional scholar. 
He never finished the university, and he never held an academic position. As 
a Ina tter of fact, his opinion of the academic culture of his time was very 
111uch like that of Nietzsche and Burckhardt, bordering on conten1pt. He 
was-like Burckhardt-a gentlen1an-scholar, an alnateur who had turned to 
the study of history as an escape from private suffering and the boredom of 
public life. His early work was antiquarian in the strict sense of the term, 
n10re archaeological than historical, consisting of studies of the folklore, life, 
and architecture of old Naples. In 1893, hOV\Tever, Croce entered the field 
of philosophy of history, with an essay entitled "History Subsumed under 
the General Concept of Art." His defense and ela bora tion of the ideas set 
forth in this essay launched him on his career as a philosopher. For the next 
ten years he defended the concept of art which his defense of the notion of 
history as an art-form had led him to expound in this essay. 

In 1902 Croce published his Aesthetics as a Science of Expression and 
General Linguistic, one of the n10st influential books of its generation. This 
was follo,ved, in 1905, by Logic as a Science of Pure Concept; in 1908 by 
Philosophy of the Practical: Econonlics and Ethics; and in 1917 by Theory 
and History of Historiography. The four works taken together constitute 
what Croce caned the "Philosophy of the Spirit," which he regarded as a 
kind of sun1ma humanistica for the modern vvorld. It is significant that the 
first vvork of the tetralogy was inspired by the necessity of defending a 
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position originally taken in philosophy of history~that is to say, history 
considered as a £orn1 of art~and that the last work, the capstone of the sys
tenl, as it \vere, is nothing but a sustained analysis of the nature of historical 
knowledge. 

The structure of the two books is the sanle, consisting of a theoretical 
discussion of the Inain issues, in aesthetics and historiography respectively, 
followed by a history of previous thinking on the subjects dealt \vith. Both 
the theoretical and historical sections of each work are elaborated v/ith a 
self-confidence and certainty of juclgnlcnt that are either 111agisterial or 111ad
dening, depending upon the reader's asseSSIllent of their justification. 'rhe 
ilnportant point is that Croce consistently presupposed the absolute adequacy 
of his own "Philosophy of the Spirit" for the spiritual needs of his age. FroIl1 
within the interior of this philosophy, he looked out at contending systems 
and back to preceding ones with that sanle Ironic gaze which the great 
cynics have shared with the great fanatics. Croce l~new (or always clain1ecl to 
know) precisely "what is living and what is dead" in any position that dif
fered fronl his own. Yet he tacitly denied that anyone 111ight be able to 
divine what was living and \vhat was dead in his own systelll because his own 
philosophy was quintessentially an organon of "criticis111," a critical philoso
phy par excellence; hence it \vas critical of itself as well as of other philoso
phies, and hence it guarded against the "false pessin1isn1" and the "false 
optinlis111" which had brought every previous systenl to the ground. 

rrhe journal which Croce founded in 1902 and edited until a year before 
his death in 1952 was called, characteristically, La Critica; and in its pages 
Croce ll1aintained a critical watch over the dOlnain that he had staked out for 
hin1self in llesthetics and the other books of the "Philosophy of the Spirit" 
which followed it. And as a matter of fact, Croce had taken the Ironic ele-
111ent which is present in every critical operation and had raised it to the 
status of a ll1etaphysical and epistemological principle, by appeal to \vhich 
the whole cultural endO'V111ent of the nineteenth century, and especially its 
Radical elenlents, could be assessed, found wanting, and consigned to "his
tory." His probleIll, as he well knew, was to establish this Ironic position as 
the sole possible '\;visdoI11" of the 1110dern age without hurling thought into 
the skepticis111 and pessinlislTI which a consistently Ironic world view inevi
tably pro1110ted. 

Croce's essays in cultural history always began and ended in the apprehen
sion of the essentially flawed nature of every hUITlan undertaking; his was a 
philosophy which found the inadequacy in everything in the past, so that 
rnen would find it possible to live with the inadequacies of the present. He 
was especially tough-n1inded vvhen it canle to the aSSeSS111ent of nineteenth
century European civilization, the conceptions of history which inspired it 
( especially the doctrine of progress), and the theories of history prolTIoted by 
its best thinkers. I--Ie was willing to adlnit that nineteenth-century historical 
thinkers represented an advance over Enlightenment, Renaissance, Medieval, 
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and Classical thinkers. But, in the final analysis, for all the vaunted historicity 
of the age, he found very little in its historical thought and writing that he 
could con1111end unqualifiedly. 

The "historical" section of his Theory and History of Historiography 
reads like a litany of errors, misconceptions, overextensions, and blunders. 
His criticism of the historical thinkers of the age was characteristically 
Ironical: the philosophers of history had very little "historical" sense; the 
historians lacked in 'lphilosophical" understanding. While condemning the 
nefarious "philosophy of history," Croce argued, the historians of the age had 
remained captive to its illusions, writing histories that derived their form 
fr0111 the "philosophies of history" buried deep within the consciousness of 
those who prided themselves ll10St on their objectivity and empiricism. Yet, 
ironically, he also argued that this simultaneous rejection of, and submission 
to, the philosophy of history, which marked the work even of Ranke him
self, contained a gern1 of justification. 

For, ironically, Croce Inairltained, history was philosophy and philosophy 
was history, and one could not do history without philosophical conscious
ness, anYlllore than one could do philosophy without historical consciousness. 
The nineteenth century had failed because it had not understood the true 
nature of these activities. An that was required to straighten out the matter, 
then, was to clarify the true natures of philosophy and history, establish the 
distinctions between thenl, and then c0I11bine them to make a saner, healthier 
world vievv than the nineteenth century had been able to imagine. 

Croce purported to show that history was the "Inatter" of philosophy, 
just as philosophy ,vas the "Inethod" of history. TIle nefarious "philosophy 
of history," which Croce often called a "contradictio in adiecto," was in 
reality a pleonasln. For, in Croce's view, "history was nothing but philoso
phy," while "philosophy '.vas nothing but history." The concrete content of 
philosophy vvas historical in nature, just as the form of historical propositions 
,vas properly provided by the ea tegories of philosophical understanding. 

To be sure, Croce insisted that philosophy had its own n1ethod, which was 
logic, "the science of pure concept." And history utilized a method uniquely 
its o\vn in the investigative work that preceded the composition of the 
historical narrative. Historians had to use philological methods for criticizing 
the dOCUll1ents, and preconceptual, "intuitive," or artistic, insights for appre
hending the objects, that occupied the historical field. This llleant that 
historical kno,vledge began in the artistic apprehension of the particularities 
that inhabited the historical field, and in this phase of its operations its 
proper method vvas that of "art," which was to say "intuition." But, Croce 
argued, history went on to render judgments on the nature of the particulari
ties discerned in the field. And these judgments were Usynthetic a priori" 
ones, \vhich is to say, characterizations of particularities in terlTIS of the 
general concepts explicated in philosophy, not combinations of existential 
statements with the general causal laws that are presumed to govern the 
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relationships between the objects posited by intuition. The in1portant point 
was that scientific knowledge did not enter into the conception of historical 
knowledge at all. What began in an aesthetic apprehension of the historical 
field ended in a kind of philosophical cOlllprehension of it. 

~~ "I-listory Subsulned under the General Concept of Art" 

In order to understand what Croce had in l1lind, it would be well to con
sider in SOUle detail the essay of 1893 in which he first set forth systen1atically 
his notions of the relationship between history and art. The essay should 
be read within the context of the debate then underway, especially in Ger-
111 a ny, between the Neo-Kantians, led by Wilhelm Windelband, and the 
N'eo-l-Iegelians, led by Wilhehn Dilthey, over the episten101ogical status of 
historical knowledge. Briefly, Windelband Inaintainec1 that historical knowl
edge "vas distinguished from scientific knowledge, not by the objects that it 
took to study, but by its aiIn or goal. Historical knowledge was t'idiographic" 
or "picture-Iuaking," while scientific knowledge was "nomothetic" or "law
contriving." Dilthey, on the other hand, argued that history belonged to the 
Geisteswissenschaften, or "sciences of the spirit," while such disciplines as 
physics and biology belonged to the Naturwissenschaften, or "sciences of 
na ture." 'rhe differences between these two kinds of sciences arose £roll1 the 
fact that they involved different objects of study, the products of the hUTIlan 
spirit (111ind, will, and ernotions) on the one hand and the products of 
purely physico-chenlical processes on the other. Croce's essay of 1893 was 
ll1eant to contribute to this debate. 

Collingwood has clailned great originality for the 1893 essay, arguing that 
it took the debate between Dilthey and Windelband far beyond the point to 
which they had brought it, developing it especially in the line begun by 
Dilthey. Actually, it did nothing of the sort. It aplJclrently shifted the ground 
of the debate over the nature of history frolll science to art, but, \vhile doing 
so, it defined art in such a vvay as to differentiate it hardly at all froll1 that 
(tidiographic science" invoked by W-indelband as the science of the indi
vidual. 

Like \Vindelband, Croce held that there \vere two kinds of cognition, 
one generalizing and conceptual, the other individualizing and intuitive, in 
its ll1ethods. ]3ut, instead of calling these two Illodes of cognition different 
kinds of sciences, as Windelband was inclined to do, C'roce called the forrncr 
science and the latter art. rrhc tactic was effective because it struck at a pre~ 
supposition shared by both -Vitalists and JV[echanists, who, whatever their 
differences, agreed that art was less a forin of knowledge than an "expres
sion" of, or uresponse" to, the ,vodd, and not a cognitive activity at an. Croce 
supposed that J\1echanists regarded the aesthetic experience as a 4lvibration" 
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of the senses, while Vitalists viewed it as a nlanifestation, either direct or 
sublilnated, of animal impulses. For the former, art was a registering of 
reality; for the latter it ~vas a senseless flight from reality. Croce denied both 
vievvs. Instead, he defined art as a kind of knowledge, knowledge of the 
world in its particularity and concreteness, a kno\vledge that was different 
froIn, but complen1entary to, the conceptual knowledge of the world pro
vided by science. 

The essay of I&)3 turns upon a dichotolny and a distinction. The dichot
onlY is drawn vvithin conscionsness between knowledge as science and knowl
edge as art; the distinction is drawn between art in general and the art of 
history in particular. Both the dichot0I11Y and the distinction arose £ron1 
Croce's objection to PositivisIll. The principal error of the Positivists, Croce 
said, \vas to aSSU111C that all valid knowledge was scientific in nature. In fact, 
Croce n1ain tained, the greater part of h U111an \visc10111. is not scien tifie at all, 
but lnerely conventional, cOlnn1onsensical, or at best pragrnatic rules, which 
arise froll1 111ankind's perfornlance of the daily tasks needed to keep body and 
sonl together. 'rhe Positivists knc\v that scientific kno\vledge differed for
n'ullly frOIl1 conventional or cOlnmonsensical wisdom, but they did not see 
that this 11lade it a different lzind of knowledge. Science properly understood 
\vas a \vay of c0111prehcnding the ,varld conceptually; it was "the search for 
general truths by ITleans of concepts." (,tStoria ridotta," 16) The other way 
of con1prehending the "vorld-that is to say, the nonconceptual, inlmecliate, 
and individualizing \vay~\vas not a science at all, but art, with standards of 
truth and verification different £ron1, but every bit as rigorous as, those 
honored in science. 

'rhus, in Croce's vie\v, art and science were different, not to say dianletri
cally opposed, rnodes of cognition. As he put it: "Either one does science, ... 
or one does art. If one subslllnes the particnlar under the general, one is 
doing science; if one represents the particular as such, one is doing art" 
(2 3~24). rIlle t\VO lIl0des of cognition were differentiated by the forlns 
\vhich they gave to their respective perceptions of the ,vorId; and, since it 
appeared obvious that history aelaborated no concepts" whatsoever, since it 
neither looked for nor entertained general laws, but ll1erely "told \vhat hap
pened," it could not be characterized as a science in any significant sense at 
all (1 7-19 ) . 

Tlhe desire to place history among the sciences sprang, Croce believed, 
fronl tvvo false beliefs: that all knowledge had to be scientific knowledge and 
that art \vas not a nlode of cognition but merely a stinlulant to the senses or, 
conversely, a narcotic. To straighten out the Inatter, it \vas necessary only to 
sho\v that art \vas nonconceptual knoltvledge of the world, knowledge of the 
\vorld in its particularity and its concreteness, to point to the fact that history 
\vas a silnilar kind of knowledge of the world, and then to distinguish 
history fronl art in general 011 the basis of the content of their representa
tions. 



Up to this point, as I have said, Croce had not carried the debate over the 
nature of historical knowledge beyond the point at which Dilthey and Win
delband had brought it. He had ll1erely substituted the tern1 "art" for that 
of "idiographic science," which Windelband had used to characterize histori
cal disciplineso Collingwood erred, therefore, when he suggested that Croce 
was closer to Dilthey than to Windelband in his general view of the Blatter, 
for Croce still had not distinguished between the possible objects of the 
HIodes of cognition differentiated by hin1 as art and science. ~ro C'roce, as 
against !)ilthey, the difference between the two lay in the direction taken in 
the process of inquiry, fron1 intuition of the world in its particularity to 
representation of the world as a congeries of particulars in the case of art, 
ftorn in.tllitiort, of the world in its particularity to SUbSll1nption of the p(lrticu~ 
lars under concepts in the case of science, not in any difference between their 
objects. Croce1s original contribution canle when he tried to distinguish 
between art in general and the art of history in particular on the basis of 
different kinds of intuitions, the intuition of the possible in the case of art in 
general, the intuition of the actual in the case of history_ For hi111, as for 
Aristotle, the distinction between art in general and the art of history in 
particular lay in a difference in ainl. \Vhereas art in general sought to intuit 
the total !Jossibilities of individual existence, the art of history sought to 
detcrn1inc vvhat had actll(Llly crystallized as existential particularities in the 
world. In short, the difference between art and history lay in an episten101o
gical, not an ontological, distinction. 

In order to sustain this arguIYlCnt, Croce recurred to his earlier dichotonliza~ 
.' rd' ("1-- . " 1 °d 4(1} - - . 11 1 I-lIon or art an _ SCIence. n SClence, .le saL, r 1e can ten t IS t_1e w _10 c: 
science seeks to reduce every single 111anifestation of the real to the category 
in which it has a place. r~rhc ainl of science is to reduce the whole to con
cepts" (30)' /\rt, too, sought to represent the ,vhole, since it was a mode of 
cognition; but, instead of trying to reduce the whole to a lirnited set of con
cepts, art tried to inflate it by discovering all the possible £orn1s existence 
111igh t take. Whereas science pursued a course toward the general and uni~ 
versal, art circu111scribed distinct areas of reality while suppressing aVvareness 
of others, in order to represent those CirCl1111SCribed Inore clearly and dis
tinctly. Science vvants to know everything, Croce said; but, vvhile "it is 
in1portant to kno\v the lavvs of reality," it is neither necessary nor desirable 
to knovv everything at once or to gather data indiscrilninately. i\rt CirCl1TI1-

scribes the vvorld of experience, heightening our sensibilities to certain parts 
of it, while reducing our sensibilities to other parts, and showing us \vhat the 
cirCt1l11SCribed parts consist of individually and directly. 

'I'be question then beCall1e: I-low do vve know what parts of the \vorld we 
ollght to want knowledge of? On what principle do we choose an area of the 
world for circunlscription and representation in its iInmediacy and individu
ality? C:rocc rejected the sensualist, rationalist, and fornlalist ans\vers to these 
questions; neither "pleasure," "ideality," nor "forn1al consistency" rnade an 
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object per se an aesthetic object. Instead, he took his stand on what he 
called "the aesthetics of concrete idealism," the theory which had descended 
fron1 Hegel and had found its Bl0st elegant nlodern expression, in Croce's 
view, in the theories of Karl Koestlin. 

Koestlin, Croce said, had sho\rvn correctly that "the content of aesthetics 
is the interesting: whatever interests lllan as lllan, whether froIll a theoretical 
or practical side, \vhether thought, sentilllent, or will, what we know and 
what we do not know, what delights us and saddens us-in short, the entire 
world of hUlllan interest" (32-33). More inlportant perhaps, Koestlin had 
shown that, the more generalized the interest, the greater the aesthetic value 
of the content. Thus, a hierarchy of interests could be constructed. At the 
apex of this hierarchy were those contents which touched upon man as man; 
below these \vere those which had to do \rvith man as a lllember of a particu
lar race, nation, or religion; then canle those which bore upon man as a Illem
her of a specific class or group; and so on, down to those which had to do 
with a lllan only insofar as he \vas an individua1. In SUlll, the content of art 
\vas "reality in general in the extent to which reality arouses interest in 
various forIlls, intellectual, moral, religious, political, and the aesthetic prop
erly so called" (33). The couten t of art, then, Croce concluded, was any
thing that did not bore IneH, or everything that "interested" them, for 
\vhatever reason. 

Leaving aside the Schopenhallerian cast of this definition of the content 
of art as "the interesting" as such, not to mention the implicit assinlilation 
of philosophy and science to aesthetics, I see here the basis for Croce's later 
a ttelnpt to define "true" historicisnl as h llnlanisIll rendered historically self
consciolls, for Croce's definition of the content of art is nothing but the 
hU111anist ~I.nihil hUlnani a Ine alienum, puto" restated in somewhat different 
terI11S. For hilll, the content of art and the content of human knowledge 
reduce to the saIne thing: everything that is hunlanly interesting. It is not 
surprising, therefore, that he defined the ':"historically interesting" as any
thing that has already happened-that is, the actual rather than the possible. 
111is vvas pure AristotelianisI11, even in its ternlinology, for in Croce's view, 
history "stands as the represen ta tion of "vha t really happened over against 
[representation of] the possible" (35). 

'rhis llleant that, whereas the artist was pernlitted to project, on the basis 
of inlagination, the world of events vvhich might have occurred or 111ight yet 
occur, the historian \vas lilnited to the representation of events that had 
actually tal<.en place. The artist had to respect certain criteria of truth, to be 
sure, but these criteria yvere to be found in yvhat the imagination per111itted 
hin1 to envision. By contrast, the historian was governed by criteria of truth 
presupposed by the a ttell1pt to represent the actual. 111 us, the historian's 
principal danger \rvas not falsification but imagination, unfounded specu'la
tion, flights beyond the facts contained in records of past actualities-that is 
to say, philosophy of history in any form. 



Since the historian's 111ain task is representation of the actual, his sifting of 
the cloClllnents is Inerely preparatory to the fulfilln1ent of his principal ainl: 
narration. Research, the criticis1l1 of documents, interpretation of the docl1-
l1len ts, and understanding thenl-all this was propaede1.1tic to the construction 
of the narrative; and none of this was history properly so-caned, any 11lore 
than an artist's prelin1inary sketches and drafts could be properly called works 
of art. \Vherc there is no narrative, Croce said, there is no historiography. In 
short, historians did not write in order to '~explain"; they wrote in order to 
ureprcsent," to ten what had actually happened in the past~jl1st as Ranke 
had said they must try to do. 

1'0 be sure, Croce conceded that, in the Ina jority of cases, the historian 
did not succeed in producing anything like a perfect narrative; great 111aster
pieces \vere as rare in historiography as they were in painting, and finally just 
as iUlperfect in their approxiInatiol1s to the ideal type of the genre. 1'his \vas 
especially so in history, becanse the historian vvorked under the in1pcrative 
to tell the truth about past events in the face of incoI11plete evidence. In the 
greater I111TIlber of cases, Croce said, historians would have to renlain content 
with what were essentially ~'preparatory studies or fragmentary expositions 
Inarred by discussions, doubts, and reservations." 1"he historian had to look at 
the world in the partial light of the new moon, '(not in the fullness of the 
noonday SUI1, like the artist." (38) 1'hus, one could point to l1lany perfect 
pages of history but not to a single pelfect work. T1le sole inlaginable perfect 
history could be written by God alone; but, since there was no G-od, the 
historian had to take 1-1is place as best he could. He should work, ho\vever, 
\vith the F'anstian awareness that "the book of the past is scaled with seven 
seals" (39). 'ro the historian, Croce said, it vvas given (~to break a seal here 
and there and to read SOBle part of that book," but it would never be 
revealed to hinl in all its fullness (ibid.). 

I t is clifficul t not to think of Croce's "reval u rion" in historical sensibility 
as a retrogression, since its effect was to sever historiography froIn any par
ticipation in the effort~just beginning to nlake SOBle headway as sociology 
at the tinlc~to construct a general science of society. But it had even 1110re 
deleterious ill1plicatiol1s for historians' thinking about the artistic side of their 
work. For, while Croce was correct in his perception that art is a way of 
knowing the world, and not Inerely a physical response to it or an ilnn1ediate 
experience of it, his conception of art as literal representation; of the real 
effective1y isolated the historian as artist froln the most recent~-and increas
ingly don1inant~advances Il1ade in representing the different levels of con
sciousness by the Synlbolists and post-Inlpressionists all over Europe. 

Croce's conception of art \vas donlinated by the presuppositions of Renais
sance perspectivisrn~that is to say, by visual figuralis111. Although he regarded 
the imagination as the source and origin of the aesthetic apprehension of 
the vvorld, his distaste for Vitalist irrationalislll and Positivist abstractionis111 
led hinl to view nonrepresentational art as nlerely bad art Of, what alllounted 



386 METAHISTORY 

to the same thing in his view, as representation of the ttllgly," and hence 
not art at alL 

Croce had a dead ear for music, and in poetry his taste ran to classical 
forlTIs. ROlllanticisnl in all its manifestations was to him lnerely want of forlll, 
or inlperfect art. And so his resistance to any kind of post-Impressionistic, 
Symbolist, or Expressionistic art is understandable. Like most Mediterranean 
aestheticists, he valued line over color, chiaroscuro over painterly effects. 
Where there was no line, there was no art, for art was the clawing of a line 
through the chaos of sense inlpressions, the ilnposing of a form on the form
less reality given to sense, the carving out of stable, concrete images in a 
world that threatened to fall into Ineaningless process at every instant. Thus, 
for him, if art \vas a ITIode of cognition and history was a form of art, it 
follovved that historical representations were Htrue" only insofar as they were 
"clear" and "accurate" representations of the real-that is to say, the only 
acceptable episteillological basis for historiography vvas an empiricisll1 of the 
sort that Ranke had construed as the sale acceptable principle of historical 
research. 

1'0 be sure, Croce did not accept the precritical principles, or enabling 
postulates, of Ranke's brand of en1piricism; and, in his History as Thought 
and as Action (1938), he criticized Ranke for his lack of t'clarity" and his 
want of philosophical self-consciousness. But, finally, the execution of 
Ranke's work, not its basic purpose, offended Croce. Ranke was a fuzzy 
thinker \vho used ilnperfectly defined concepts for rendering his judgments 
on specific epochs, individuals, institutions, and values of the past and pres
ent. Ho\vever, in his desire merely to €ttell what happened" in its individual
ity and concreteness, as it really happened, in a pleasing narrative form, 
Ranke carried out the task which made history a specific form of art and 
not a fornl of philosophy, science, or religion. 

In his later \vork, Croce stressed the link between historical knowledge 
and philosophy, but even here he subserved his conviction that history was 
a clear representation of the real in its concreteness and particularity. Philoso
phy \vas, he began to maintain in the early 190os, the Umethod" of history, 
for it provided the critical concepts by which adequate historical judgments 
could be rendered. But these judgments were singular in nature, lilnited to 
finite, discretely delineated segments of the historical past; in no case could 
they be extended to serve as judgments on history-in-general. For history-in
general "vas, like "philosophy of history" itself, a contradiction in terms in 
Croce's philosophical economy. Why he held this view, which undercut the 
authority of both sociology and philosophy as possible guides to the con
struction of a science of history, was already evident in the essay of 1893. 

In the essay of I&)3 and the defenses of it which appeared in the nine 
years following, Croce continued to maintain that art was a form of cogni
tion and that history could be subsnllled under the general concept of art. 
But it became increasingly clear to him that, if art in general was the repre-



sentation of the possible, and history was the representation of the actual, 
there lTIUSt be SOllle criterion by which the historian could distinguish 
between the possible and the actual. To what criterion did the historian 
appeal vvhen he said to the R0I11antic novelist: "What you say happened in 
the ]\!liddle Ages is only a fignlent of your inlagination; what you tell us is 
interesting, and it I11ight possibly have happened, but it did not happen as 
you believe it to have happened, but in this way. This is vvhat really h(lP
pened in the Middle Ages"? 

Rankean historiSlll held that this criterion was provided by the dOCn111ents, 
but a great R0111antic novelist B1ight know the doclunents as intiInately as 
the historian, B1ight have included in his narrative everything that appeared 
in the dOCn111ents in its integrity, and luight have appealed to his in1agination 
only to provide the interstices of the narrative, to provide transitions and 
junctures, and to give to the whole the pleasing form delnanded by his 
readers. JVloreover, did not the historian hinlself have to provide transitions 
and junctures by SOB1e ilnagina tive act, and did he not desire to give to his 
narratives the saIne wholeness and internal consistency aspired to by the 
novelist? 

1'he conflict between the Roman tic novelist and the historian arose D10st 
crucially at precisely the point where inlagination was forced to take over 
fron1 the chronicle, at the point where it was necessary to ask: "What do 
the facts given in the chronicle lnean?" And if the historian vvere going to be 
permitted to say, as he often did say, to the R0l11antic novelist: "What yon 
say 111ight have happened, it could have happened, but it did not happen in 
the way that you say it did," then there had to be sonle knowledge of how 
the world "really" operated, by which such a judgnlent, even in the face of 
lack of evidence to decide the issue either way on factual grounds, could be 
Blade and decided in favor of the historian. In short, historical judgn1ent 
required appeal to SOB1e theory of how "reality" functioned, a knowledge of 
the world, and, nlore specifically, a knowledge of the world of hunlan affairs, 
which gave to the historian a sense that the world which appeared to hilll as 
past was probably what it appeared to be to hin1 and not what it was 
i171agined to be by the novelist. 

As Croce conceived it, there were two possible candidates for the role of 
arbiter of what was real and what was only imaginary in history: Material
iSlll and Idealis111, Of, more specifically, MaterialislTI in its Marxist forn1. and 
Idealislll in its lIegelian fornl. Both offered fully articulated philosophies of 
history which clai111ccl to provide rules by which the historian could distin
guish between significant and insignificant data in history and by which a 
precise "ITleaning" could be ascribed to any sequence of historical events in 
any sector of society or culture. Both clainled to go beyond the Rankean 
a ttelnpt ll1erely to tell Wh(lt held happened and to supply a conceptual 
apparatus by \vhieh to tell not only 'why it happened but also what it por~ 
tended for the future of mankind. 
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Given Croce's conviction that history was an intuitive apprehension of 
reality in its individuality and concreteness, it is obvious why he could not 
accept the vievvs of either NIarx or Hegel in their entirety. But he could not 
ignore thenl, for theirs were the nlain alternatives to an inadequate defense 
of history's auton0I11Y by Ranke and to an inadequate defense of the 
aestheticist conception of history offered by Nietzsche. Marx and Hegel at 
least regarded history as the cognitive activity which it was, even if they did 
not recognize that it was a fornl of art; Nietzsche recognized it as a form of 
art but did not comprehend that it was also a form of cognition. A criticisnl 
of the conceptual apparatus of Materialism and Idealism, by which too 
restrictive a forIn \vas given to' historical knowledge, was therefore necessary. 
By transferring the conceptual apparatus of Materialism up, from below the 
world, and that of Idealism down, from above the world, it might be possible 
to locate them in the l1liddle range of existence-between matter and lnind 
-where lnan operated and D1ade his history, to reveal them as the sociologi
cal generalizations and philosophical universals that they respectively were, 
and thereby to establish their correct functions in the rendering of historical 
judglnents. 

~ The Aesthetics of Historical Consciousness 

Against the fashionable aesthetic theory of his time, vvhich set art over against 
science, philosophy, and history, Croce sought to establish art as the basis 
of all cognition, and hence as the prin1itive m0111ent in all characterizations 
of reality-philosophical, scientific, and historical alike. But his ultimate pur
pose \vas to reillove history froll1 the alnbiguous position, between art on the 
one hand and science on the other, in which it had been placed by the 
principal historical theorists of his time. What he did, of course, was to 
remove it froIn one ambiguous position, between art and science, only to 
place it in another, between art and philosophy. 

History is not, Croce insisted in his Aesthetics, a specific n10de of conscious
ness but a cOlnbination of t\VO distinct nlodes, artistic consciousness and philo
sophical consciousness. In order to defend this conception of history, Croce 
had to dravv a rigorous distinction, an10unting alnl0st to a dualistic opposi
tion, between art and philosophy. Art was nothing but intuition; philosophy 
was nothing but the science of pure concepts. Historians employed concepts 
to give fOfIn and order to their intuitions. Therefore, history had no "form" 
peculiar to its possible I110des of expression. It vvas not a "form" at all. 

History is not form, but content: as fornl, it is nothing but intuition or aesthetic 
fact. History does not seek laws nor form concepts; it employs neither induction 
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nor deduction; it is directed ad narrandum, non ad delnonstrandum; it does not 
construct universals and abstractions, but posits intuitions. [44] 

1'his did not 111ean that historians did not "use" concepts; they had to do so 
in order to' "posit" intuitions-that is to say, to construct propositions about 
what had actually happened in the past. But this was a fnncion of the fact 
that the historian had to use language, and, l1l0reover, prose discourse rather 
than poetic expressions, in order to render his truths. The inlportant point 
was that history did not seek laws, did not form concepts, did not construct 
universals Or' abstractions. It used the concepts of ordinary language to char
acterize its data, to tell its stories, or construct its dramas. But these concepts, 
as Croce 11ladc clear in the Aesthetics, were nothing but the rules of gramnlar 
and syntax that were necessary for the construction of 111eaningful sentences 
in ordinary language. rro confuse these rules vvith laws, universals, or 
abstractions, and, B10re particularly, to inlagine that these rules nlight be 
extracted fronl the narratives actually ,,,ritten, in order to serve as the basis for 
a putative science of history, was not only to 111isinterprct the nature of his
torical knowledge but to display a profound rnisunderstanding of the nature 
of language as well. 

In the concluding chapter of the theoretical section of his Aesthetics, 
Croce undertook to justify the subtitle of that work: "As Science of Expres
sion and of General Linguistic." Historians of historical thinking have 
tended to overlook the inlportance of one side of Croce's work by stressing 
the "expressive" notion of art which is signaled in the subtitle and ignoring 
the inlplications of the "linguistic" aspect. But, while it is iUlportant to 
eUlphasize Croce; s conception of history as a forn1 of art, and art as a fornl 
of expression (rather than as a sinlple reflex action), it is equally irnportant 
to note Croce's insistence on what he called "The Identity of Linguistics 
and Aesthetics." As he put it in the concluding chapter of the Aesthetics, 
"Philosophy of language and philosophy of art are the sanle thing" (234). 
rI11is inlplies that, for Croce, linguistics provided the Blode} by which what 
we lnean by ('historical knowledge" is to be understood. For, if linguistics 
provides the illodel of vvhat vve l1lean by art, and history is a forn1 of art, it 
follows that linguistics gives us a Inodel for cOll1prehending what is llleant by 
historical knowledge. (~roce's theory of language, then, lies at the heart of 
his whole philosophy of history. 

C~roce's theory of language is holistic, C)rganicist, and ultinlately Inin1ctic. 
As he put it: ~4}~xpressioll is an indivisible vvhole. t-~-oun and verb do not 
exist in thcI11selves, but are abstractions ITladc by our destroying the sole lin~ 
guistic reality, \vhieh is the proposition" (240). l

l

his TI1eanS that the clue to 
understanding language is syntax. Words, or their cornponents, phonen1es 
and 111orphenlcs, or granlI113 tical rules do not provide the key to understand
ing language, but \vhole sentences, or their equivalents, do. 
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By the tern1 "proposition," Croce said he meant "an organism expressive 
of a cOlnplete ll1eaning, froll1 an exclan1ation to a poem" (ibid.). And he 
went on to argue that language is identical with speech, that it is impossible 
adequately to distinguish betvveen forn1al rules of language and the speech 
actually used in discourse: "Languages have no reality beyond the proposi
tions and c0111plexes of propositions really written and pronounced by given 
peoples for definite periods" (241). From this he concluded that it is impos
sible to construct a normative grammar for any language, a model language 
for all languages, or a classification of languages. He even n1aintained that 
"translation" fronl one language to another, or of a proposition from one 
form of expression to another, is inlpossible because the only linguistic reality 
is that which is spoken by individual speakers of that language in the con
struction of cOll1pleted propositions. 

l'~o tvvo propositions are the same, since the very utterance of any word 
retroactively "'transfOfIl1S" the nleanings of all the words that have CaDle 
before it (238). T'his 111eans that languages develop by sornething like that 
process of confiscation and reinterpretation which Nietzsche clain1ed was the 
1110st inlportant aspect of historical understanding of all processes in both 
nature and historY . 

.! 

1'his theory of language has in1portant inlplications for the understanding 
of Croce's aesthetics and, a fortiori, his theory of history, for it directs 
attention to the syntactical din1ensions of both-that is to say, to the rules of 
c0111bination by which the basic nnits of the linguistic systern (lexical and 
gral11Il1atical) and of the historical systenl (individual men and their institu
tional groupings) are to be c0I11prehenc1ed as dynamic processes. Normally, 
such rules of cOTI1bination are thought of as "laws," linguistic or social as the 
case rnay be. But Croce denied that linguistic syntax is c0I11prehensible as a 
"rule-governed" operation. All linguistic usage is "rule-changing" by its very 
nature. He obliterated the distinction bet\veen language and speech. 1'he 
only language there is, is that \vhich is actually spoken. And the utterance of 
any sentence is such that it ahvays changes the entire linguistic endOWI11ent 
of the speech C0111ll1unity in vvhich it is uttered, in the same \vay that, in the 
utterance of a sentence, each successive word transfornls retroactively the 
function of all the \vords COIning before it until a period or exclalnatioD 
point is put at the end. 1'he sentence thus contrived constitutes a closed 
universe of llleaning, the ll1eaning of \vhich is nothing but the forIn of its 
utterance. 

So, too, in his theory of art as intuition (perception), which is at one and 
the saBle tillle expression, and as expression, \vhich is atone and the san1e 
tin1e an intuition, \vhere there is no intuition, there can be no expression, 
and vice versa. The rneaning of the work of art is the fornl that it finally 
aSSllIl1es vvhen the artist is finished \vith it. It has no ll1eaning outside itself; 
it is pure expression, the representation of an intuition governed only by the 
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notion of what is inlaginably possible. It can be a product of pure fantasy or 
an atten1pt to report an inlaginative response to external reality_ One ought 
not ask of the art object, then, if it is "true" or "good" or "useful," but only 
if it is "beautiful." And the criterion of beauty here appealed to is precisely 
the saU1e as that used to deterrnine whether a sentence is 111eaningful or 
not-that is to say, whether it expresses an intuition adequately or not. 

Each work of art stands to every other work of art in precisely the sallIe 
relationship that every sentence ever uttered stands to every other sentence. 
\lVe can ask only whether it was possible to utter such a sentence and, if it 
was possible to utter it, how it bears upon, nlodifies, changes, or augulents 
the syntactical possibilities of the linguistic protocol that a whole set of artis
tic sta tenlen ts represent. 

F:very new work of art represents a retroactive redefinition of every work 
of art that preceded it, for it represents~if it truly is a work of art and not 
an uncontrolled ejaculation of enl0tion~a contribution to our knowledge of 
what this linguistic protocol is capable of pernlitting artists to say. 1'hus, 
each new \vork of art represents a filling out of our knowledge of what is 
possible for the hlul1an spirit to inlagine and is, therefore, a further justifica
tion of our faith in our ilTlaginative powers. 

And the sanle is true of historical works. Each new one represents a filling 
out of the possibilities of expression of the linguistic protocols of the forn1 
of expression called "historical," that c0111bination of art and philosophy by 
vvhich intuitions are SiITIultaneollsly affirn1ed and judged under the cate~ 
gories of the probable or verisinlilar. I-listory is concerned not with possibili
ties but with actualities, vlith wl1at actually happened. Hence, it requires 
SOIne rule by appeal to vvhich inlagined intuitions can be distinguished froln 
real ones. Historical statelnents are not lnerely expressions of an intuition, 
but expressions of intuitions of clC-ttLCllities, or, to be Blore precise, actualiza~ 
tions. I-listory deals in real events~ in facts, rather than in irrulgi?led events. It 
therefore requires a syntax of its own by vvhich to contrive its statenlents 
about vvhat the facts rHean. And this syntax is nothing but the rules of 
ordin~irv nrose discourse of the culture or civilization to vvhich the historian - -- -- J J. - ~-'- - - - - - - ~ - --

hinlcnlf 1)(-'10-11-as .! ... -_.- 0""-- <- j. c";). 

sonlC vvay that is unclear! ordinary language represents to Croce the 
Ine1110rv of the \visdorn of the race. One can say about historical events only 

.! .! 

\vhat it is possible to say in the ordinary prose discourse of one's native 
language. And Croce~ like VVittgenstein later, but with a different intention, 
held that what cannot be said, cannot be said; and it cannot be whistled or 
danced either. rrhis is the basis of Croce's hostility to all £orll1s of jargon or 
technical language which 11light be introduced into a historical account. 
J\!Iuch B10re than representing a sinlplc confusion of science, philosophy, or 
religion \\lith history, the introduction of any fCHIll of artificial ternlinology 
into historical discourse represented for hitn an undeniable evidence of 
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historiographical illiteracy, a want of understanding of the syntax of historical 
discourse, a failure of faith in the adequacy of ordinary language to represent 
the real vvorld actually lying before consciousness as a set of concrete actuli
za tions or nla tters of fact. 

The philosopher lnight reflect on thought as expressed in language and 
dilate on the nature of the concepts by which thought constructed coherent 
and logically consistent systenlS of explanation and understanding. Indeed, in 
logic, which Croce defined as the science of pure concepts, the philosopher 
possessed a methodology and a syntax for the expression of the conceptual 
truths discovered by such reflection, verites de raison as against the verites de 
fait in which the historian dealt. But the application of the truths derived by 
logical analysis of pure concepts to the truths derived by intuition of con
crete facts, in order to force them into the patterns of logical entailment 
provided by philosophical reflection, produced nothing but errors, monstrosi
ties, or fantasies. All errors in history, no less than in artistic criticism, begin, 
Croce said, ((when we try to deduce the expression from the concept" (59). 
We can find "likenesses" between individual works of art, but these are 
"fanlily likenesses" (119), not generic or typical ones. In history, as in art, 
we sinlply "enlploy vocables and phrases; we do not establish laws and defini
tions" (63). 

'rhis conception of ordinary prose discourse as the paradigm of historical 
discourse constitutes nothing less than a defense of comnlon sense as the 
"theory" or "nlethod" of historical synthesis. It provides not only a nlodel of 
the fornl that all historical statements must take, but also a model of the 
na ture of the \vhole historical process. The historical process is like a sentence 
still in process of being articulated. We live, as it were, within a COSlllic 
sentence not yet conlpleted, the ultinlate meaning of which we cannot pos
sibly kno\v, since \rye do not know what "words" will be spoken in the future, 
but the order and harmony of \vhich v\'e can infer fronl our own ability to 
nlake sense of what has "been spoken" thus far in accordance with the 
canons of COlnmon sense and our ability to characterize '\vhat happened" in 
ordinary speech. What \ve can derive from reflection on the words that have 
already been spoken is the gran1ll1ar and syntax of that "spirit" which mani
fests itself and, as it were, speaks through human thought and action, though 
to distinguish between this "spirit" and its lnanifestations in human thought 
and action would be a ll1istake, in Croce's view, precisely analogous to that 
111istake which arises when vve try to distinguish between what a \vork of 
art is and ,vhat it nleans. Its being is its 111eaning. 

And as it is in the realnl of art, so it is in the reahu of historical being. 
Nlen clre vvhat they think, feel, and do; what they think, feel, and do is their 
history. This history is the only "nature" they have. And the only Ineaning 
that their history has is to be found in \vhat meDlory preserves of what they 
thought, felt, and did and vvhat the historian, reflecting on memorials of the 
past, is able to say about v"hat they thought, felt, and did in terlllS acceptable 
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to C0111111011 sense and expressible in ordinary educated discourse. '[he only 
critical principles that the historian can use in the construction of his narra~ 
tives, and the only critical principles that can be invoked to assess their 
adequacy, are those of '~verisilnilitude and of probability" (47). 

~~ rrhe Nature of Historical Knowledge: 1'he Justificcztion of 
COl11171on Sense 

I-listorical analysis is nothing but thc attenlpt to detern1ine \vhat is the 1110st 
credible evidence. But what, Croce asked, is "the n10st credible evidence, 
save that of the best observers, that is, of those who best remenlber and (be it 
understood) have not desired to falsify" (ibid.). And froD1 this it follows, 
he adnlitted, that the case of the historical skeptic is rendered plausible, 
since the certainty of history is "never that of science" (48). 'rhe certainty 
of the historian is considerable, but unde111onstrable. "'rhe conviction of the 
historian is the l1ndeI11onstrable conviction of the jury111an, who has heard 
the witnesses, listened attentively to the case, and prayed Heaven to inspire 
hinl. SOlnetinles, \vithout doubt, he is 111istaken, but the 111istakes are in a 
negligible Ininority c0111pared with the nUI11ber of occasions when he gets 
hold of the truth" (ibid.). And this pernlittecl Croce to conclude: 

That is \vhy C01l11110n sense (buon sensa) is right against the intellectualists, in 
believing in history, which is not a "fable agreed upon," but that \vhich the indi
vidual and hUlTlanity relllenlber of their past. [Ibid.] 

One could, ~'in a spirit of paradox," doubt that Greece or Rome ever existed, 
or that Alexander lived or that a Revolution broke out on July 14, 1789, in 
France. But against such doubt, Croce raised the fol1o\ving objection: 
.~ 'What proof givest thou of all this?' asks the sophist, ironically. Htl1nanity 

1 • 'l-~ b '" ( ) rcpnes renlenl er 49. 
rrhis is not quite tantalTIOunt to saying, with the authors of 1066 and All 

That, that the only ilTlportant facts are those one can renlenlber, but it COBles 
close to it. I t does suggest, by linking historical wisdoDl with COD11110n sense 
and the COlnnlon 111enlory, that the only thing that can count as a historical 
fact is that which COlnnlon sense itself can credit as a "genuine" intuition of 
the "true" reality. It does not quite absolve historical thinking fro111 any 
obligation to the critical principles of philosophy and science, especially 
inaslllllch as Croce specifically conceded to philosophy the knowledge of the 
nou111enal \varld figured in the phen0I11ena credited by con1111on sense as 
historical reality; but it C0111es close to that too. rrhe point is that historical 
thought is definitively disengaged froln the kind of typological operations that 
one associates with the social sciences on the one hand and frOlTI the kind of 
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n0111ological analyses that one associates with the physical sciences on the 
other. (48ff.) Both of these kinds of c0111prehension are relegated to the 
status of sOlnething other than con11110n sense, which they most certainly are 
111eant to be, but at the saIne tin1e they are denied entry into historical 
reflection or are adn1itted into it only as forms of error. 

"True science," Croce said, "cannot be anything but Philosophy." The 
natural sciences are "not perfect sciences: they are complexes of knowledge, 
arbitrarily abstracted and fixed." (49) The ~~concepts of natural science are, 
\vithout doubt, l1l0st useful, but one cannot obtain frolu them that system 
\vhich belongs only to the spirit" (50-51). From this Croce concluded that 
the only ~4pure and funda111ental £orn1s of knowledge are two: the intuition 
and the concept; or Art and Philosophy" (52). History has a place 
bet1veen these two pure for111s of knowledge, being 44as it were, the product 
of intuition placed in contact with the concept, that is, of art receiving in 
itself philosophic distinctions, while remaining concrete and individual." An 
other forms of kno\vledge are, he insisted, "impure, being mingled with 
extraneous elelnents of practical origin." (Ibid.) 

And, in fact, Croce n1aintained that all scientific generalizations are conl
prisec1 of pseudo concepts, while all social-scientific ones consist of pseudo 
typifications. About the nature of the real world, he believed only what 
C01111110n sense pern1itted hinl to believe-na111ely, that there are only indi
vidual entities in the universe and that all characterizations of those entities 
which assert anything ITIore than what common sense and ordinary speech 
permit one to say about them are "fictitious." History is not "a fable agreed 
upon," to be sure, but religious "nlyths," scientific "laws," and social-scientific 
~'generalizations" are "fabulous" in nature. The most that they can claim is 
convenience or utility for the prosecution of certain practical tasks. Their 
authority is lin1ited, therefore, ten1porally and spatially in a way that his
torical narratives are not. Like great art, great history (history that is the 
product of a noble intuition) is eternally valid. 

Great history is eternally valid, but inevitably flawed. Moreover, it is hob
bled in a crucial way, for Croce denied that historical knowledge can con
tribute significantly to anything other than our understanding of the past. 
It can never render any judgment of a specifically historical nature on "the 
present," because the historian hin1self always exists in the interior of a 
process \vhich reselnbles an incon1plete sentence. That same combination of 
common sense, the men10ry of the race, and philosophical self-consciousness 
which perlnits the historian self-confidently to report his '~intuitions" of the 
past cannot be used to render a judgn1ent on the nature of his own world, 
because, in the present, as in the whole historical process, there is no com
pleted action for hin1 to intuit or to perceive. 

Croce himself remained true to this restriction. All of his own historical 
works, filled with judgnlents of the widest ranging sorts and on the most 
profound subjects, end in anlbiguity as they approach the historian's own 
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present. And the sanle is true of the historical scctions of his theoretical 
vvorks, such as the Aesthetics and Theory and tlistory of H<istoriograp'hy. In 
these \vorks the history of thought about aesthetics on the one hand and 
about history on the other is laid out "vith perfect confidence, the periods 
arc delineated and characterized, the nature of the transitions £ro111 one to 
another period is defined, and the ll1caning of the whole process is sct forth. 
But the concluding chapters of these \vorks ahvays end in praise of Croce's 
o\vn "l)hilosophy of the Spirit" as the principal repository of the \visdol1l of 
both philosophy and C0111lTIOn sense for living I11cn. And vvhat this philoso
phy teaches is that neither philosophy nor history can offer cOllnsel for 
living the individual present lifc, except in the gencral categorical ilnperative 
to livc it sOlneho1v. 

~-{j ]'he Paradoxical Nature of Historical Knowledge 

'rhus, for exanlplc, Croce's 1110St inlportant contribution to historical thonght, 
rfhe 'Theory Clnd I-listory of I-listoriograIJhy, ends vvith a paradox. In the con
cluding chapter of the book, C:rocc surveyed the historical thought of the past 
century, exposing the dualisllls, antitheses, and conflicts \vhich characterized 
efforts to rcla tc history to art and science, to reconcile history and philosophy 
of history, to Inediatc betvvcen Idealis111 and Positivisnl, and so on. At last, 
howcver, he asserted, all thesc clualis111s have beeu transcended in a new 
philosophy, \vhich \vin provide the basis for a "ne\v historiography." 

'f'his nevv philosophy was, of conrse, nothing other than Croce's oV/n 
"Philosophy of the Spirit," vvhich he had been elaborating in a succession of 
books and articles since the early 1890s. Croce characterized this philosophy 
at the end of his book 011 historical theory. fIe offered it as a world vievv 
\vhich resolves all paradoxes by silnply identifying their conflicting elcll1ents 
as different aspects or 1110111cnts of a single 4~spirit." 'rhus, it appears to 
provide the basis for a C0l11ic conception of history. For exanlplc, Croce 
\Vfote: 

In the philosophy that we have delineated, reality is affirn1cd to be spirit, not such 
that it is above the vvorlc1 or wanders about the vvorlc1 7 but such as coincides vvith 
the vvorld; and nature has been sho\v11 as a nlOlnent and a product of this spirit 
itself, and therefore the dualis1l1 (at least that which has troubled thought fron1 
'T1hales to Spencer) is superseded, and transcendency of all sorts, whether 
Inatcrialistic or theological in its origin, has also been superseded vvith it. [312] 

'rhis 4'spirit," according to Croce, has all the attributes of both physical 
nature and consciousness. It is "both one and diverse, an etcrnal solution 
and an eternal problcln, and its self-consciousness is philosophy, \vhich is its 
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history, or history, \vhich is its philosophy, each substantially identical with 
the other" (ibid.). And this marvelous identification of things or concepts 
that are thought to be antithetical, or nlutually exclusive, apparently derives 
from the fact that "consciousness is identical with self-consciousness-that is 
to say, distinct and one with it at the san1e tin1e, as life and thought" 
(312-13). 1'his recognition of the unitary nature of consciousness, of spirit, 
and of knovvledge is what sanctioned, in Croce's vievv, his hope for a general 
rebirth or transformation of historical consciousness, evidence of which Croce 
purported to see all about hin1-in his own work, but also in that of others, 
such as Friedrich Nleinecke. 

At the salne ti111e, however, Croce said, it is in1possible "to write the his
tory of this philosophy and of this historiography," because it constitutes the 
style or life forrn of a \vhole epoch; and, since this epoch, or period, is not 
closed, but is just opening" '\ve are not able to describe its chronological 
and geographical outline, because we are ignorant as to what measure of 
time it will fill, ... [and] what extent of countries it will include" (313-14). 
Moreover, he insisted, '\ve are unable to limit logically what may be its value 
outside these considerations," because the Inan of the present is unable yet 
to describe the lilnitations of the new philosophy and new historiography, 
which limitations will stenl precisely from the solutions they provide for the 
questions or pro blerrls delineated by them. "'~l e are ourselves on the waves 
and vve have not furled our sails in port preparatory to a new voyage." (314) 

Thus, the new philosophy pernlits the men of Croce's tin1e to look for
vvard to a ne\v age of achievenlent in thought and culture, and to contrive 
a "new historiography" absolutely superior to any that came before it. But 
at the sa11le tinle they are not pernlitted to turn this new historical conscious
ness on the study of their own age. Historical consciousness is advanced by 
being provided \vith a ne\v philosophical and theoretical basis, but, para
doxically, the evidence of its advancenlent is found to reside in the recogni
tion that historical consciousness can say nothing about the age in which it 
achieves this advance. 'Ine tone is Comic, yet reserved; the 11100d is optimis
tic, but qualified. The Irony is nlanifest, but benign. 

This conception of the condition of Western historical consciousness antic
ipated Croce's characterization of European culture and society after World 
War I. His History of Europe in the Nineteenth Century (1931) carried an 
epilogue in \vhich he \vas constrained to adnlit that all the forces of violence, 
sadisI11, irra tionalisnl, rna terialislll, and egotism that had existed in the nine
teenth century appeared to have re-eu1erged fron1 World War I strengthened 
rather than din1inished. 

Even pessin1isnl and the voices of decadence, \vhich were heard in pre-war litera
ture, are now heard once n1ore, and are preaching the downfall of the West or 
even of the hUlnan race, which, after trying to rise fron1 the animal to man, is 
about to relapse (according to the ne\v philosophers and prophets) into the life 
of the beast. [353] 
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All this was "a fact," Croce said, and it would be useless to deny it or to 
restrict its significance to one country, social group, or circle of intellectuals. 
But precisely because it was "fact" it offered an occasion for hope. As fact, 
this condition ~~has to fn 1 fill a function in the development of the spirit, in 
social and hurnan progress, if not as a direct creator of ne\v values, at least as 
I11aterial and stinlull1s for the strengthening, deepening and widening of 
ancient values" (353-54). TIlis "function," however, could be seen only by 
SOB1e future historian, "who \\Till see before him, when it has reached the 
end of its period, the TII0Venlcnt in which we are engaged and whatever it 
will have led to." But ait cannot be known and judged by us for the very 
reason that \Vc are engaged in the 1110Venlent." We shall be able, Croce said, 
to observe and understand "many things," but we can never perceive "that 
onc vvhich has not yet occurred and the history of \vhich it is in consequence 
not given us to conceive." (354) 

Thus, it appears that, although we can know that we represent a ne\v age 
in both consciousness and practice, we are debarred, by virtue of our very 
participation in it, fro111 knowing what this new age Inight consist of. We 
can tender no responsible fudgn1ent on the age in which tve ourselves are 
actors or jJrotagonists. I\1oreover, Croce said that it does not lnatter that we 
are so restricted in onr capacity to render a juc1gnlent. What "lTlatters" is 

that vve should take part in [our own historical age] IJot with contell1plation of 
vvhat cannot be conten1plated, but with action according to the role that is incun1-
bcnt upon each one of us and which conscience assigns and duty c01l1lnancls. 
[Ibid.] 

Croce forehade only that which had already been Utranscended," the ll1yths 
of the nineteenth century: Activis111, C0I11nlUnism, T'ranscendentalisIT1, 
ChauvinisDl, and so on. In the 1920S, however, he took the revival of these 
for111s of irra tionalislll as evidence of an essential "energy," a \;yill to a future, 
and therefore as occasions for actions on behalf of a new life for ~'liberty." 

And his history of the nineteenth century closes 011 the note that had been 
sounded in the Theory and History of l-listoriography-that is to say, with an 
adillonition to suspend any judgment of the vvhole while dealing practically, 
on a day-to-day basis, vvith its variolls aspects. 

All this, rapidly outlined, is not prophecy, for that is forbidden to us and to every
one for the sill1ple reason that it vvould be vain, but a suggestion of what paths 
1110ra1 consciousness and the observation of the present rnay outline for those who 
in their guiding concepts and in their interpretation of the events of the nine
teenth century agree }vith the narraiive given of them in this history. [362; italics 
added] 

Others, governed by other ideals, would see the situation differently and 
accordingly would act differently. \Vhatever path they choose, however, "if 
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they do so \\lith a pure ll1ind, in obedience to an inner command, they too 
vvill be preparing the future vvell" (ibid.). One cannot fault them, whatever 
path they take, for, 

A history inspired by the liberal idea cannot, even in its practical and moral 
coronary, end with the absolute rejection and conden1nation of those who feel 
and think differently. It siI1Iply says to those who agree with it : "Work according 
to the line that is here laid down to you, with your vvhole self, every day, every 
hour, in your every act; and trust in divine Providence, which knows more than 
we individuals do and \vorks \vith us, inside us and over us." Words like these, 
which \ve have often heard and uttered in our Christian education and life, have 
their place, like others fro111 the saIne source, in the "religion of liberty." [Ibid.] 

~~ The Ideological I111plicatiol1s of Croce's Idea of History 

Croce was ll1uch criticized by Liberals, Radicals, and even Conservatives for 
the alnbiguity of his illoral position with respect to the "ne\v forces" that 
d0I11inated the life of his tin1e, especially Fascislll, which he resisted by his 
exan1ple but could not fault unequivocally on principle. Because it was a 
"fact," it therefore had to be considered to be a factor in the new life that 
vvould preslll11ably take shape "beyond" its transient career. What, his critics 
asked, was the use of a "self-consciousness" that was at once "philosophical" 
and "historical," if it could render no judgnlent on anything except that 
which was eternal on the one hand and past on the other, and vested the 
authority to act as one pleased in the present, in the conviction that, what
ever one did, if one acted vvith sufficient "inner" conviction, one would 
contribute 111till1ately to a freer life in the future? What had happened to the 
n10ral self-certitude and the optin1isll1 of the philosopher who had announced 
before the war tIle birth of a new consciousness, superior to anything pro
duced in the nineteenth century by virtue of its supersession of all dualism 
and all transcendence? 

Actually, Croce's critics failed to register adequately the qualification he 
had placed on philosophy's capacity to know reality and history's power to 
represent it truthfully. At the conclusion of his Theory and History of 
Historiography, Croce denied that n1en could judge with any certitude the 
nature of their ovvn age. In his Philosophy of the Practical, the present is 
ren1itted to the governance of the fourth of the "n1oments" in which spirit 
n1anifests itself other than as the good, the true, and the beautiful. Croce 
called this fourth n10n1ent of the spirit, which he claimed was his most 
original contribution to philosophy, the m0111ent of the "pFactical." In the 
actual living of their lives men could hope for no direction from art, philoso~ 
phy, history, or science. They had to be governed by their apprehension of 
their own interests, needs, and desires, governed only by their intuition of 



CROCE 399 

the "practicality" or '~in1practica1ity" of any given project they lnight be 
considering as a course of action. Artistic sensibility gave thenl the vvorld 
lying before thenl in individual "intuitions" or perceptions organized as 
£or111s. Science per111itted thenl to organize these intuitions under the cate
gories of cause-effect relationships for the prosecution of certain practical 
tasks. Philosophy, the science of pure concepts, gave to thenl the critical 
powers to utilize these intuitions for other, unpractical, purely intellectual 
purposes. I-listorical knowledge perlnitted them to contelnplate previous 
hU111an efforts to c0l11prehend the \vorld and to act in it and against it, and 
provided the 111 a terial for the consideration of the operations of h Ulnan 
thought and action in different tinles, places, and circUlllstances so as to 
pernlit generalizations about the nature of consciousness (or spirit) in con
ceptual (philosophical) terms. 

But history could not provide direction for action in the present, because 
history as a fornl of kno\tvledge was knowledge only of the particular, never 
of the universal, and not even of the general. Those who tried to generalize 
about the whole set of particular facts that TIlade up the historical account, 
by abstraction or statistical aggregation, in the Blanner of sociologists, actually 
engaged in a pseudo-scientific fOfI11 of reflection. Their generalizations had 
to be assessed in tcrlllS of the practical considerations that Dl0tivated then1 to 
arrange a given group of facts in one way rather than another. The authority 
of such generalizations, then, was not historical, but only sociological. 

It was 11111Ch the san1C for those who sought to subnlit the data of history 
to conceptualization in such a way as to extract a "universal" content froIT1 
their pheno111enal forn1 as a chaos, in the lllanner of Hegel or C0111te. Here, 
too, the kind of authority that was _actually being appealed to \vas nonhis
torical, and specifically philosophical. l~ven though the conceptual organizing 
principles of the analysis lnigh t be turned upon historical facts, and the 
generaliza tiol1s can trivec1 rnigh t be attended by what were purported to be 
illustrative cxan1ples of its principles taken from history, in reality, Croce 
11laintainecl, one could neither conceptualize history nor generalize from it. 
Historical knowledge was nothing but knowledge of particular events in the 
past, data raised to the status of knowledge by virtue of the historian's 
identification of thenl as classes of phen0l11ena and organized as elenlents of 
a narrative. As such, history \vas a COlTlbination of philosophical knowledge 
(knowledge of concepts) and art (intuitions of particulars). 

Historical accounts were nothing but sets of existential staten1ents, of the 
form "so111ething happened," linked together so as to constitute a narrative. 
As such, they were, first, identifications (of what happened) and, second, 
representations (of how things happened). This nleant that, finally, history 
was a special forn1 of art, which differed froln "pure" art by virtue of the fact 
that the historian disposed the categories of "real-unreal" in addition to the 
norn1al artistic categories of ·'possible-iu1possible." The historian as a dis
penser of knowledge could take thought only as far as the assertion that 
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such and snch had happened or had not happened. lIe could never dilate on 
what n1ight have happened in the past if so and so had not happened, and 
lTIOre important, on \vhat n1ight yet happen in the future if one did so and 
so in the present. The historian never spoke in the present tense or sub
junctive Blood, but only in the silllple past (lllore precisely, the Greek aorist) 
tense and the declarative Blood. 

\Vhereas the poet organized his intuitions in terms of the categories of 
possibility-inlpossibility, the historian organized his intuitions under the cate
gories of probability-improbability, but these were the only differences. The 
class of subject matter (intuitions) was the saIne for both, and their aims 
(the representation of these intuitions) V\Tere sinlilar. Because their llleans of 
representation (language) "vas the same, their ~'methods" were identical. The 
ll1ethod \vhich poetry shared \vith history vvas nothing but the syntactical 
rules of ordinary speech. 

The inlplications of this conception of historical lTIethod were truly signifi
cant for the debate over history into which Croce entered in the early 
1890s. This notion of historical 11lethod implied that historical knowledge 
could never be used to illuIllinate present situations or to direct action in 
the future. I-listorical consciousness could not, a la I~Iegel, serve as the nlediat
ing ground bet\veen private and public interests, between tradition and pres
ent desire, bet\veen innovative and conservative clenlents in the current 
cultural order. It could not, a la :Nlarx, be appealed to as a lneans of gaining 
a perspective on the true nature of the current social or historical situation, 
so that the relative ':'realisrn" of alternative programs of action in that present 
could be assessed. And it could not, a la Nietzsche, provide the grounds for 
a fictional construction of the world on the basis of which the over-reaching 
or superseding inlpulses of the will could be released for their work of con
struction or destruction, as the case might be. 

History "taught" nothing at all, Croce nlaintained; and the only thing that 
the theory of history could legitinlately teach was that while history gave 
information about the past, it could never say anything about the true nature 
of the present world. It could give insights into what had been vital and what 
had been 1110ribund in any given past age, but it could say nothing about 
what was living and what was dead in the present age. Men nlight deter
TI1ine what was creative and what \vas destructive in their own age on the 
basis of privately held preconceptions about what the world ,vas or ought to 
be, on eC0110111ic, religious, philosophical, political, or psychological grounds; 
but they could never find any justification for any course of action by appeal 
to history. 

Their study of the past, of history, might even have its origins in SaIne 
present interest, problelTI, or concern; in fact, Croce argued, all interest in the 
past was a function of such present concerns or problellls. But insofar as 
such concerns and problems dictated the form that knowledge of the past 
took in a historical narrative, they could only generate errors. 
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Even though the historian Inight take present concerns as the point of 
departure for his investigations of the past, he "vas not pernlitted to deduce 
any general conclusions froD1 the study of the past or to derive in1plications 
froITl the past for the present. For, since historical kno\vledge was nothing 
but kno\vledge of the particular presented in a narrative account of what had 
actually happened in the past, onc could not dravv any general conclusions 
frorn its study except possibly the ITlanifestly Ironic conclusion that 

history is not an idyll, neither is it a '~tragedy of horrors" but a drarna in which 
all the actions, a11 the actors and a11 the I11enl bers of the chorus arc, in the 
Aristotelian sense, "nlidc1ling," gllilty-non~guilty, a 11lixtl1re of good and bad. 
[Jlist. as the Story of Liberty, 60] 

Or, as Croce put it in Theory and I-listory of II~istoriography: 

Not only ... is history unable to discrilninate between facts that are good and 
facts that are evil, and between epochs that are progressive and those that are 
regressive, but it does not begin until such antitheses have been superseded and 
substituted by an act of the spirit which seeks to ascertain what function the fact 
or the epoch previously condenlned has fulfil1ed~that is to say, \vhat it has pro
duced of its ovvn in the course of dcveloprnent, and therefore what it has pro~ 
duced. And since all facts and epochs arc productive in their 01vn 1vay, not only 
is not one of then1 to be conden1ned in the light of history, but all (lre to be praised 
and venerated. [90; italics added] 

In acstheticizing history, Croce de-ethicized it, although, to be sure, he 
thought of hin1se1f as having raised it to that level of lllora} self-consciousness 
which was the highest 11lan lllight aspire to as a scholar, of having raised it 
I ~ "to "L I -l - 1 '1 " d' f fl' 1 [a a paSI 'Ion lJeYOl1C goO( anc eVl, an _, In act, or lavIng perll1anen t y 
de-ideologized it. 

t,ater philosophers of history, laboring under the felt necessity ta provide 
SOBIC historically justified cOndenll1ation of the totalitarian regi111eS of the 
twentieth century, naturally regarded this position as l1lorally agnostic or as 
a tactical 1110ve to discredit the "scientific" historiography of the Marxist 
Left. And so it appears froIn 111y perspective. But it should be rcn1embered 
that Croce's aim at the tin1e was precisely to deprive history of the authority 
claiuled for it by all sectors of the ideological spectru1l1 and to return his
torical studies to the status of an in1portant, but 111tiu1ately secon,d-order, 
forn1 of cognition. rrhis aim served well the interests of established social 
classes and groups, for vVh01l1 any conceptual analysis of the ~ocial and his~ 
torical processes constituted a threat insofar as it Inight perlnit the rendering 
of any judgnlent on \\That they regarded as their i'natural" position and 
privileges. If history could be disengaged fro111 political polenlics, froin 
science, fro111 philosophy in its traditional for111s, and fro111 religion also, and 
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returned to the sanctum of "art," it could be dOlnesticated as a factor In 
current ideological conflicts. 

But, in order for this domestication to be effective, it was necessary to 
d0111esticate art itself, to ren10ve froI11 it the "Dionysiac" i111pulses Nietzsche 
had put at the very center of the artistic sensibility. Thus, the dOlnestication 
of historical thought \vhich Croce carried out required, finally, the defense of 
an aesthetics that vvas utterly incapable of even recognizing as art the whole 
achievenlent of post~Inlpressionisnl in painting and of the Symbolist move
lllent in literature. Croce showed hO\tv historical thinking could be released 
fron1 an Ironic attitude with respect to the past, how it could be rendered 
ingenuous, even pietistic, \vhere the past was concerned, but only at the 
expense of forcing the historian to aSSUlne the nlost extrenle Irony with 
respect to everything in his o\vn social and cultural present. 

This led ll1any of Croce's followers to conclude that his \vas a purely 
rela tivistic theory of historical knowledge, since, even though the end prod
uct vvas "philosophical" in nature, the original insights on which this 
knovvledge was based were "artistic." But Croce's intentions were anything 
but to enthrone relativisnl in place of the naive el1lpiricisl1l of the conven
tional historian on the one hand and the rnetahistorical speculations of the 
philosophers of history on the other. His principal philosophical battles were 
fought out on the ground of aesthetic theory. FrOBl the first to the last, 
Croce's aiul \vas to redefine the nature of artistic insights in such a vvay as to 
constitute thenl as the basis of whatever knowledge men might have of the 
real vvor Id. 

'rhis accounts, in part, for the extren1e hostility, amounting to contempt, 
which Croce sho\ved for Burckhardt in his History as the Story of Liberty 
(1938), a hostility vvhich \vas l1luch greater than that which he showed 
for Ranke, VVh0111 he condenlned only for the naivete of his "philosophical" 
understanding. Burckhardt had not erred in viewing ~istory as a form of 
art; he had erred in his conception of what art was by seeing it as a form of 
play or narcotic. In a sense, then, Croce's original enemy was Nietzsche and 
his kind of philosopher, \vho had misunderstood the nature of art, vie\ving 
it as fantasy or inebriant, and vvho had, as a result, betrayed his generally 
truthful insight into the "artistic" basis of all knowledge. 

I can no\v characterize the nature of Croce's criticisIll of all the historians 
and philosophers of history that preceded hinl. This criticisnl followed the 
nlethod of isolating in a given historian's work the Synecdochic (typologi
cal), Metonynlical (causal), and IVletaphorical ("poetic") clelnents in it; of 
detern1ining the roles these modes of consciousness played in dictating the 
fornl of the narrative and its content; of designating these nlodes of con
ceptualization as the causes of the historian's departure from his proper role 
as a C0l11pOSer of narratives constituted of concrete facts on the one hand 
and C0l1lnl0n sense guided by proper (Crocean) philosophical principles 011 

the other; and, finally, of differentiating between '\vhat is living" and "what 
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is dead" in the thought of the historian or philosopher of history under 
consideration. 1'his critical principle on the level of epistenl0logy gave to 
Croce a criterion for identifying errors of enlplotn1ent. The narrator is per
Initted to e111plot the historical process not as if it were a Romance, a Trag
edy, or a Satire, but only as if it \vere a COllledy cast in the tone of Irony, 
Ironic COlnedy, or Con1ic Satire, as the case may be. 

T'he appropriate fornl of all historical el11plotlnent is Cornic inasl1luch as 
the historian is constrained always to show ,vhat was living and growing, 
reproducing and shooting forth, even in the ITIOst udecadent" circumstances; 
he 111Ust write of what n1anaged to go on living, even under the Bl0st oppres
sive conditions. I-Ie 111USt shovv that "in death there is life just as in life there 
is death," but with enlphasis on the former paradox rather than on the 
latter, since "history" is about life and not about death except as a factor in 
life. rrhe Ironic ele111ent sten1S fro111 the fact that "life is death" also, and 
that everything which is born Illllst die, but not Tragically, since death is a 
"fact" of life and, like all facts, 11lUst be seen as an "occasion" for life's own 
preserva tion. 

But, again, the historian lllust not celebrate "life" itself too enthusiasti
cally, Blust not enlplot his histories as if real and enduring resolutions of 
social conflicts had been achieved or could ever be achieved. Croce refused 
to begin or end his own 111ajor historical works in considerations of what 
other historians would regard as "epochal" events, in the strict sense of that 
ternl, epokhe, 4tstoppage, station, fixed point in tilne." His histories-like 
nllrckhardt's~are all transition, low-keyed, gradualistic, low-nlinletic, and do 
not have any inaugurations or resolutions to speak of. 

For exalnple, his History of Europe in the Nineteenth Century begins 
alter the fall of Napoleon, in the drab atlllosphere of the Restoration, and 
ends before World War I, in the equally drab atmosphere of the Edwardian 
age. Croce's intention was to destroy the impression that any teleological 
process, such as those associated with the lnythoi of R0I11anCC, Comedy, and 
1'ragedy, is at work. The effect was to render unimportant everything that 
t~enthusiasts" thought iInportant, and to elevate the drabber and lllore IllUl1-
dane aspects of everyday life to the status of genuine achievements, against 
whatever the irrationalists and intellectualists of the tin1e B1ight have thought 
of then1. 

If the "Liberal Age" (1871~1914) secnled "prosaic," Croce said, it was so 
only because the intellectualists, irrationalists, Socialists and decadents were 
incapable of appreciating the achievel11ents of the ordinary lllan, working as 
best he could to carry out his daily chores and duties. If "false ideals" had 
COlne to pred0l11inate in the practical life, this \vas in large part due to the 
failure of the intellectualists and critics, the poets and philosophers of the 
age, to en1brace warnlly and synlpathetically the carriers of the age's practical 
life (History of Europe, 323). "False ideals," "irrationalism," "spiritual 
enfeeblenlent," and "inner confusion" "n1ight have been overcome by criti-
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CiS111 and education" or might simply have ''''vorn themselves out" had they 
not been fanned to new life by imperialist rivalries on the international 
scene (ibid.). 

Thus, World War I appeared not as an "epochal" event but as a result of 
the combination of a general n10ral malaise on the one hand and the opera
tions of an irrational will to povver on the other. And, far from being a 
new departure in European affairs, the war, "which had been announced to 
the peoples with the prolnise of a general catharsis, in its course and in its 
end was completely untrue to its promise" (350). Thus, the war itself was not 
Tragic, either in its outbreak or in the course it ran; it was only pathetic. 
Croce viewed it, as he viewed the vvhole history of the century preceding it, 
with the pathos of Irony. 111is pathos was benign, however, for in his view, 
the war-like the age which preceded it-offered another "occasion" for crea
tive endeavor. As such, it "vas to be (qualifiedly) revered and (qualifiedly) 
criticized at one and the sanle tin1e, which was all the historian and the 
philosopher could do. 

~ The Critical Method Applied: The Domesticating Effect of Irony 

Explanation as conlmon sense, enlplotment in the mode of Ironic Comedy
these represent the essence of Croce's idea of history. The anti-intellectualist 
and anti-Radical biases are 111anifest. This idea of history underlies his 
criticis1l1 of all the major philosophers of history that preceded hilTI, the most 
of inlportant of \vhich vvere, in his view, Hegel and Vieo, who represented 
examples of the errors of "philosophical" and "poetic" historical thinking 
respectively. But before Croce embarked on his criticism of Hegel and \lieo, 
he confronted Marx, who represented, to his nlind, the lnost pernicious effort 
to construct a "scientific" history in nineteenth-century thought; The differ
ences bet\veen the "vay that Croce dealt with Marx on the one hand and 
the "vay he dealt \vith Hegel and Vico on the other are instructive. They 
denlonstrate the essentially domesticating nature of an of his thought about 
history. 

~~ Croce contra Marx 

Croce caIne to grips with Marx only after 1895, when his teacher Antonio 
Labriola, having abandoned his original Herbartianisnl, reappeared on 
Croce's horizon as an advocate of Dialectical Materialism in philosophy and 
Socialism in politics. Croce claimed to have accorded Marx an open hearing, 
but, given the position on the "artistic" nature of historical knowledge at 
which Croce had arrived by 1893, Marx had as little chance of positively 
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affecting Croce as I.Jenin had of converting the Russian aristocracy. Croce 
appears to have taken Marx seriously only because Labriola was his advocate. 
This nlade the repudiation of MarxisI11 an eillotional strain, for it entailed 
the repudiation of his forBler "nlaster" Labriola; but the issue was intellectu
ally deterlnined from the beginning. l\1arx's \vhole enterprise, which was to 
fashion lavvs of historical development, was alien to Croce's conception of 
history as the study of reality in its individuality and the writing of history 
as narrative. Still, the encounter with Marxism is instructive, for in it the 
critical strategy that Croce \vould apply to every philosophy of history he 
encountered ever afterward is clearly revealed; llloreover, the psychological 
character of its liSC as a repetition-coI11pulsion, sinlilar to that used by the 
defenders of Old Europe against any Radical creed, is clearly manifested. 

Croce's first response to his study of Marxisnl ,vas to dub it "doubly fal
licious": in the first place because it was "l1laterialistic"; in the second place 
because it conceived "the course of history according to a predeterlnincd 
design" that was little n10re than a «variation of the Hegelian philosophy of 
history" (Colne nacque, 28). Croce granted that Marx's enlphasis on the 
importance of econolnic forces in hU111an life had been salutary, given the 
ren10teness of the Cllrrent generation of acadenlic scholars froln the realities 
of the daily life of the lllasses. But in the end Marxisnl was neither a valid 
philosophy of history nor a respectable philosophy in general. It \vas luerely 
a "canon of enlpirical interpretation, a recoIlllnendation to historians to give 
attention ... to econolnic activity in the life of peoples and to the naive or 
artificial fantasies caused by it," nothing nlore and nothing less (30). 

Labriola took exception to Croce's conclusions. lIe accused Croce of 
being "an intellectual," of being "indifferent to the battles of life," of being 
interested only in ~'debates of ideas in books," and, nlost cuttingly, of being 
"an industrious 11lan in studying and in writing only in order to escape the 
boredolll which Inenaced hinl" (2 7~28 ). He also accused Croce of being a 
slave to a purely "forlnal presupposition, or rather a prejudice" which he 
could not surnlount and which had led hin1 to predecide the issue between 
hin1self and Marx. 

In response to Labriola's criticislllS, Croce returned to the study of Marx's 
economic and philosophical doctrines. But he enlerged from these studies 
with a judg111cnt that was even harsher than his original one. As an econo
Inist, Croce said, Marx had not founded a new doctrine; his "vork was 
interesting prilnarily because it illunlinated the relation between workers 
and owners in capitalist society~that is to say, because of its historical infor~ 
17wtion alone. As for the doctrine of surplus value, this was a "result of an 
eliptical comparison between an abstraction, the cOlllpletely worker society, 
which functioned as a type, and [an actual] society, that of private capital" 
(31). And as for Marx's claim to be both a philosopher and a scientist, he 
was neither. If he was anything, Croce n1aintained, Marx was "an arrogant 
political talent, or perhaps a revolutionary genius, vvho had given impetus and 



406 METAHISTORY 

consistency to the \vorkers' I110VeI11ent by arI11ing it with a historiographical 
and econolnic doctrine constructed specifically for it" (37). Actually, Croce 
went on to say, if Marx had wanted an exanlple of a pseudo science and a 
pseudo philosophy or a class ideology, he need not have gone to Descartes, 
Spinoza, Kant, or Hegel to find one: "he had only to look at his own work" 
(ibid.). In the end, Croce held, Marx \vas nothing but the creator of a new 
religion, an apostle to the proletariat, but with a gospel that was only destruc
tive, since it threatened "all the ideality of human life" (ibid.). 

Labriola again responded to Croce's criticism, this tinl.e directing his· attack 
at the ideological, and specifically bourgeois, prejudice in it. Actually, Labri
ola said, Croce \rvas arguing \vith hinlself, not with Marx; his sole interest 
\vas in the use he could make of Marxism, not in finding out what Marxism 
was all about. Had this not been the case, he noted, it would have been 
absurd for Croce to nlaintain that Marx had been unaware precisely and 
fully of vvhat he was doing. (39) But Croce took refuge in the office of the 
philosopher. Labriola, he said, \vas himself interested in the use that could be 
made of Marxist theories in order to realize the aims of SocialislTI, while he, 
Croce, was obliged to deterlnine "what was living and what was dead" in it 
froIn a purely philosophical, or theoretical, viewpoint. And the sole "living" 
elelnent in Marxism vvas its renlinc1er to historians to take economic activity 
into account in their studies of the hl1nlan past. By contrast, the "dead" 
elelnents were the econonlic theory of surplus value, which purported to 
expose the injustice of capitalist economic practices, and the philosophical
historical doctrine of Dialectical Materialism, which provided a rationale for 
the revolutionary transfornlation of capitalist society. 

Croce later argued that the "crisis of Marxisnl" \vhich erupted in the late 
1890S provided empirical proof of its philosophical inadequacies. The revi
sionist dispute was a necessary outcolne of a philosophically sophisticated 
examination of Marx's doctrines. As long as Marxism was studied only by 
autodidactic workingnlen and their enthusiastic intellectual supporters, its 
philosophical inadequacies remained unexposed. As soon as sophisticated 
critics like Sorel, Bernstein, and Croce himself turned to an examination of 
it, Croce said, its philosophical authority dissolved. Not even the recrudes
cence of Marxisn1 between 1917 and 1938 changed Croce's views on the 
n1atter. Writing in the latter year, he said that the revival of :Nlarxism merely 
reflected the propaganda activities of the Bolsheviks and the low level of 
philosophical culture which prevailed in Russia. 

Croce claimed partial credit for what he took to be the definitive dissolu
tion of l\1arxislll as a philosophical and scientific theory. He continued to 
write against it, but always in the same vein. In effect, his critical method 
functioned as a form of cultural innoclllation which was much more effective 
than the wholesale repudiation 0f nineteenth-century anti-Marxist critics. By 
granting Marxislll a Ininimal relevance to the study of history, it was possible 



to appear open~nlinded about it while sinlultaneously excising fro111 it the 
very doctrines which 111ade it a distinctively l~adical world view. This tactic 
of granting that there \vas s0111ething '(living" in every attempt to explain 
history, and of designating as "dead" whatever it was that gave to the attenlpt 
the aspect of a new or Radical nlovenlent, \vas the strength of that nevv his
toricism of vvhich Croce was the leading twentieth-century theoretician. 
Ultinlately, it was a forrn of castration by historicization; it permitted a class 
and a culture under attack fronl within and without to treat everything 
ininlical to it as if it were already '~dead," as if it had already been consigned 
to history, its place established and its authority as a creed for living ll1en 
negated. 

~-0 Croce contra I-Iegel 

In retrospect, Croce's repudiation of MarxiS1l1 appears inevitable. Given his 
ten1peranlent, his class loyalties, and his conviction that history was a for111. 
of art, the rejection of Marx appears predictable before the event. I-lis 
encounter with Hegel is sOlnewhat l1l0re difficult to characterize. Croce had 
been a kind of Idealist fron1 the beginning, even though he had regarded 
hin1self as a "realistic" Idealist~that is to say, an Idealist who denied the 
existence of any trans111undane sphere of essences standing over against the 
world given by sense perception. What, then, did his realistic Idealislll con
sist of? Croce gave his answer to this question in 1906, in his book What is 
Living and What is Dead in Hegel's Philosophy, which ITIoved hinl one step 
closer to consolidation of his final position by that process of qualified rejec
tion which characterized hiul and his age. 

In Croce's judgnlent, Hegel \vas and rernained the philosopher, as Scho
penhaller had been to Burckhardt. '[0 Croce, Hegel \vas a rUlturally philo
sophical intelligence; in fact, if anything, he \vas too philosophical, for he 
treated l1niversals~that is, cl priori concepts~\vhich were the sole possible 
objects of philosophical reflection, as principles of historical interpretation. 
lIege1 had not seen that philosophy is concerned solely with concepts and 
the forrnal relations anlong concepts; that philosophy has its own organon, 
logic, the science of pure concepts; and that philosophical generalizations 
have to be linlited to concepts and can never be extended to cover events. 
Hegel's attelnpt to descend frOITI the knowledge of concepts to actual~ 

natural, social, hunlan~events by deduction, to try to in1pose a pattern on 
historical events, was as l11istakcn as Marx's atte111pts to treat enlpirical social 
and ecollornic generalizations as universals. :lVlarx's generalizations were valid 
only insofar as they covered actual social and ecol10111ic practices in a given 
historical society; I-Iegel's generalizations covered the Bluch wider field of the 
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mind's operations. But neither could be used as an instrument of historical 
generalization, where the universalizing impulse \vas permitted only under 
the most carefully qualified conditions. 

Still, Hegel opened the way to a distinctively modern, because it was a 
historically self-conscious, humanism. In principle, Hegel had been the 
consistent enemy of all transcendentalism, the immanentist par excellence 
and hence an essentially historicist thinker. Above all, he had seen through 
the fallacies of every monistic and dualistic solution to the problelll of the 
relation between appearances and reality. Hegel had discovered that the sale 
object of thought and action \vas not some unitary submundane structure of 
which mind was an epiphenomenon, nor SOIne transmundane spirit of which 
lllatter was a weak reflection or I11anifestation, nor, finally, a fractured totality 
divided between nlind and matter or bet\veen spirit and body. The "univer
sal" object sought by philosophy. froBl the beginning was not beyond, 
beneath, or belo1Al hUlnan experience; it was the world itself in its concrete
ness. 

At the san1e tilne, ho\vever, Hegel had conserved the truths-the partial 
truths-contained in both monism and dualisl11. l'he unlty of the world per
ceived by nl0nists and the sets of opposites postulated by dualists \vere valid 
conceptions of the world. But the unity and the opposition were different 
aspects of the single, evolving or developing reality. The world \vas both one 
and internally differentiated. 1F he unity of the world did not contradict the 
fact of its internal opposition; rather, the world was a unity w'ith opposition 
within it. (Croce, Saggio, 15) 

This internal differentiation of the parts within the \vhole accounted for 
the world's capacity to evolve, and made of the world a becoming, a history. 
Unity and opposition thus appear in Hegel's thought as aspects of a totality 
which has three mOlnents: being, nothing, and becoming (17)' The sub~ 
sumption of unity and opposition, being and nothing, affirmation and nega
tion, to a third ternl, "synthesis" -that is, becollling-was the glory, as well as 
the burden, of Hegelian philosophy. In the truth of this perception lay the 
efficacy of the Hegelian dialectic as the logic of reality; at the saIne time, 
Hegel's Inechanical application of his threefold schema to the data of nature 
and history generated all of those false totalistic systems of which Croce and 
his generation were the irreconcilable enelnies. 

According to Croce, Hegel's interpreters had uniforlnly misunderstood 
him. l-ney had overlooked Hegel's Tragic conception of reality and seen only 
his optimisrn (40); they had taken this sublilne, transpolitical vision for con
servatiSTI1 (44~45); and they had consistently viewed hilll as an idealist, when 
in reality he \vas one of the purist historicists who had ever lived (46-47)· 
Alnong earlier philosophers only Vieo had come close to anticipating Hegel'S 
insights in profundity and an1plitude (50-52). There was, however, an error 
at the heart of Hegel's ,vhole systen1: the attempt to apply the philosophical 
truth contained in the discovery that reality \vas both one and internally 
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differentiated to actual events in the world. '-'In Hegel's systerrl," Croce said, 
"where the infinite and the finite are fused into one, and good and evil 
constitute a single process, history is the reality of the Idea, and the spirit 
does not exist outside of its historical developlllent." This insight rendered 
every fact of history, because it was a "fact of the idea," a "sacred" fact to 
lIegel. 1'his forced historians to give to every fact the sanle sympathy and the 
same serious study and pro111oted a genuinely historicist appreciation of 
history. 1'his was the t'healthy" side of Hegel's philosophy, but it had to be 
distinguished rigorously from the "sick" side, which consisted of the attenlpt 
to apply the threefold schelna of the dialectical lllodel to the analysis of the 
relations anl0ng the many concrete facts that Blake up history. This "sick" 
side generated that host of "philosophies of life" ~froln "neurotic I11ysticis111" 
and "insincere religiosity," through an i'antihistorical barbaris111," to "Posi
tivism" and the "new Jacobinism" ~which afflicted Europe at the dawn of 
the twentieth century. (48~54) 

According to Croce, therefore, in order to salvage '~wha t was living" in 
Hegel, it was not enough merely to distinguish Hegel the philosopher frolll 
Hegel the historian and scientist, as conventional Hegelian scholarship had 
sought to do (54). On the contrary, Hegel's errors as historian and scientist 
were the results of a func1anlental philosophical lllistake. 11lis nlistake had to 
be exposed, and Croce claimed to expose it by use of the critical lllethod 
which he called the lllethod of distinzione~that is to say, "discrinlination" ~ 
and which would constitute the basis of his general philosophy and his 
philosophy of history for the next half-century. 

l-'he I11cthod of (tdiscrirnination" required the recognition that \vhilc con
cepts could be opposed-for example, as good to evil or right to wrong~ 
things could be only distinguished froIll one another. This did not strike at 
the essential unity of the whole; it Inerely suggested that different ways of 
characterizing the \vhole were necessary when speaking of things and when 
speaking of concepts. uFor exanlple," Croce said, 

\ve speak of the spirit or spiritual activity in general; but we also speak at every 
Il10Inent of the particular fonns of this spiritual activity. And while ,ve consider 
thenl all to be constitutive of the con1plete spirituality ... , we are concerned 
not to confuse one vvith the other; thus we criticize anyone who judges art by 
moral criteria, or IDorality by artistic criteria, or truth by the criteria of utility, 
and so on. [56J 

If, in the process of trying to grasp the whole, we are inclined to forget the 
necessity of 'ldiscrinlination," we have only to look at life in order to be 
renlinded of it in1l11cdiatcly. }i'or t'life" alvvays presents itself to us as spheres 
of activity, which are extrinsically distinguished one froill another, as eco
nOll1ic, scientific, 1110ral, and artistic, and as irldividual 1n-en, who are dis
tinguished one fron1 another by their callings as poets,- workers, sta teslllen, 
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philosophers, and so on. Not even philosophy exists per se, but is always 
offered as a specific aspect of philosophy: as aesthetics, logic, ethics, and so 
on. Indeed, the vvhole of philosophy is internally distinguishable; each philos
ophy is a philosophy distinct £ro111 every other. 

The whole series of distinct entities which lnake up the historical process, 
Croce went on to say, constitutes "a nexus and a rhythln" vvhich ordinary 
theories of classification cannot adequately characterize. In conventional sys
tems of classification, one postulates a concept and then introduces another 
concept extraneous to the first; then the two concepts are used as the basis 
of a division. The second concept is used, Croce said, 

aln10st as a knife \vith \vhich one cuts a cake (i.e., the first concept) into so many 
pieces, \vhieh ren1ain separated frOln one another. The procedure yields the 
result, the disappearance of the unity of the universal. Reality is torn into so many 
extraneous elen1ents, each of which is indifferent to the others; and philosophy, 
the thought of the unity, is rendered in1possible. [57J 

Croce called the correct "vay of discriminating between the individual 
entities that lllake up the reality and of uniting them at the same tinle into 
a unity the "classificatory schenla of degrees," the credit for which he gave to 
Hegel. In this schema individual entities are united, not extrinsically and 
indifferently, but by the "ill1plica tion" of a lower degree in a higher one. 
This classificatory schen1a \vas the source of Hegel's po\ver of relating such 
different subjects as literature, la\v, morality, politics, religion, and so aD. In 
philosophical analysis it \vas triU111phant, for in it the primary concepts of 
thought \vere both opposed to one another and united dialectically. 

Hegel showed that the fundan1ental 1110dalities of hUlnan experience have 
to be studied \vith different conceptual apparatuses. Thus: 

The true does not stand to the false in the san1e relationship in which it stands to 
the good; nor the beautiful to the ugly in the same relationship in which it stands 
to philosophical truth. Life without death and death without life are two opposed 
illusions, \vhose truth is life, a nexus of life and death, [a cOll1bination] of itself 
(lnd of its opposite. But truth without goodness and goodness without truth are not 
two illusions \vhich are annulled in a third term: they are false conceptions which 
are resolved in a nexus of degrees, in a nexus in which truth and goodness are 
distinct and at the sanle tin1e united. So too goodness \vithout truth is iIn possible, 
as lllnch as it is in1possible to \vill the good without thinking; truth without good
ness is possible, but only in the sense which conforms with the philosophical 
theory of the precedence of the theoretical spirit over the practical, with the 
theoren1s of the autonon1Y of art and the autonon1Y of science. [61-62] 

111is theory of individual entities serves as the basis of Croce's organismic 
holisn1, vvhich in turn is the basis of his simultaneous rejection and accept
ance of every theory of the whole in the history of philosophy. "The 
organislTl," he said, 
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is a struggle of life against death; but the 11le111bers of the organism are not 
therefore in struggle one against the other, the hand against the foot, or the eye 

against the hand. Spirit is developnlent, history, and therefore being and n011-

being together, that is, beco111ing. But the spirit sub specie aeterni which is the 
subject of philosophy, is ideal history, eternal and extra-temporal, the series of 
eternal £ornls of that birth and death, which, as Hegel said, is itself never born 
and never dies. [62J 

To forget this Upllnto essenziale," Croce warned, is to run the risk of falling 
into egregious error. 

But flegel had forgotten it; he had failed to keep clear the difference 
between opposites and distinctions (distinti). "He conceived the nexus of 
gradations in the nlode of dialectical opposites; and applied to this nexus the 
triadic for111 \vhich is proper [only] to the synthesis of opposites" (64). In 
other words, he applied to history a 1110de of analysis appropriately applied 
only to philosophical concepts. "'The theory of distinctions and the theory of 
opposites becanle the saB1e thing for h:inl" (ibid.). Tlhe result \vas that, in 
his accounts of the history of philosophy, of nature, and of history properly 
so-called, flegel tried to reduce the cODlplex data of their fields to the triadic 
schell1a of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis. And, in four chapters of his essay 
on flegel, Croce chronicled vvhat he caned "The Metarnorphosis of Errors" 
in the fields of philosophy, art and language, natural philosophy, and history 
in Hegel's work. 

Croce's critique of \vhere Hegel's philosophy of history vvent \vrong has 
special irnportance for the present study. Needless to say, it hinged upon the 
charge that flegel, having failed to perceive the autononlY of art, had neces
sarily failed to understand the autononlY of history. But, in this critique, 
Croce stressed the dialectical relationship of the concept of history to the 
concept of philosophy. "I-listory," he 'wrote, "differently fron1 art, presup
poses philosophical thought as its basis" (89); that is to say, history 
presupposes the vvhole which is reality :in its concreteness. But, he went on, 
~'like art, history finds its ll1aterial by intuition" (ibid.) -that is to say, by 
perception of individual concrete entities. And this is why, he concluded, 
('history is always narration" (the telling of a story), ~'aI1d never theory and 
systen1, even though it has its basis in theory and systeln" (ibid.). rnlis is 
why one could insist that historians study the dOCllrnents on the one hand 
and clearly fornlulate their ideas of reality and life on the other, 'iespecially 
those aspects of life which they take up for historical treatnlent" (89-90). 
1'his pernlittcd Croce to say that historiography could never be anything but 
"scientifically rigorous" in one of its aspects~that is, in its prclinlinary gather
ing of its c1ata~even while it renlained "a \vork of art" in the othcr~that is, 
in its narration of what it: had found. But the content of the historical 
narrative had to be distinguished fronl its for111. i'If all the \\lorks of history," 
Croce noted, "were reduced to their silllplest expression," it \vould be possi p 

bIe to express thenl all in the forln of the "historical juc1gnlent," the para~ 
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digm of vvhich is usonlething happened (e.g., Caesar was lllurdered, Alaric 
devastated Rome, Dante composed the Divine Con1edy, etc.)" (90). Analy
sis of these propositions, Croce nlaintained, reveals that each of thenl con
tains "an intuitive element, which functions as a subject, and logical ele
Inents, which function as predicates. The fanner would be, for example, 
Caesar, Ronle, Dante, the Divine Comedy, and so on; the latter, the concepts 
of nlurder, of devastation, of artistic cOlnposition,. and so forth," (Ibid.) 

The point \vas that history could yield a 44conceptual science" of a purely 
enlpirical nature, a sociology, if one decided to build toward a theory 
of types and classes of historical phenoInena; but such a science could not 
be substituted for the conceptual science that underlies and constitutes the 
data thenlselves-that is to say, philosophy. Also, Croce granted, historical 
considerations could issue in philosophy if one decided to pass fronl the par
ticular to the Utheoretical elements" \vhich underlie and make possible a con
sideration of the particular. But the barrier between reflection on the uni
versal and perception of the particular is insurlllountable. Thus, he said, one 
either does philosophy or one does history; a "philosophy of history" is a 
contradiction in ternlS. l'he attenlpt to produce such a monstrosity could 
result only in the negation of the kind of history written by the historians, 
which was, in Croce's view, precisely what Hegel's philosophy of history 
anlounted to. 

Hegel had tried to renlain true to the facts, but his dedication to his 
effort to "conceive" history dialectically betrayed his ainl at every turn. Fronl 
it issued the fragnlentary and telnporary value that he accorded to every 
nation, religion, people, and individual he dealt with; to hinl, the negative 
element al\vays overrode the positive elelnent in their accomplishlnents. They 
were inevitably aufgehoben (transcended, annulled), and hence had to be 
adjudged failures in the end. FrOIn this also issued the providentialism that 
Hegel inserted into his accounts of the past in the form of "the cunning of 
reason," \vhich pernlitted hiln to hold that all error was a '~ind of truth, all 
evil a l?ind of goodness, all ugliness a kind of beauty, and vice versa. He 
could find no way out of his dilenlma. His counsel to historians to study the 
documents and renlain true to the facts was "only words" if, "in the face of 
his established principles, there \vas no way of making use of facts and docu
rnents." (94) 

In order to justify his use of philosophical concepts to detect the '4n1ean
ing" of history, Hegel was forced to lnake one reduction after another: of 
history of the spirit to history of the state, of civilization in general to civiliza
tion in a given tinle and place, of individual TIlen to the status of instruments 
of reason, and so on (95-97). Hegel failed to recognize that, "Just as reality 
has neither nucleus nor shell, but is of a single cast, as the internal and the 
external are the saBle thing, ... so too the nlass of facts is a compact Inass, 
\vhich cannot be divided into an essential nucleus and an inessential shell" 
(98). Thus, "starved for history and nourished by history," I-Iegel's philoso~ 
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phy becanle an aUlbiguous legacy for subsequent historical thinking (ibid.). 
Because he had rendered all events "sacred" by interpreting thenl as con~ 
crete ll1anifestations of the Idea, he inspired a \vhole generation of great 
historians to sYlnpathetic re-creations of past epochs and ages. But, because 
he taught that the Inanifestatiol1s of the spirit could be subjected to the saIne 
conceptualization, to the Sal1le logical manipulation, as that to which spirit 
in its abstract for111 could be subjected, he also inspired that mass of "petulant 
and C0111ic disparagers of history" who rejected the authority of the facts 
and Blade of the historical record whatever it pleased thenl to I11ake of it 
(ibid.) . 

Thus, in the end, Hegel failed to escape fronl the dualisHl that was his 
avowed cnenly. 'rhis dualism was revealed TIl0st blatantly in his dichotolniza
tion of Spirit and Nature. In Hegel's genuine thought, "Spirit and N'ature are 
two realities: the one existing before the other, or the one serving as the 
basis of the other, but in any case the one distinct fronl the other" (131). In 
order to bring these two realnls together, Hegel was forced to pastula te a 
third reality, the Logos, the universal l~eason which was at once the basis 
and the end of both Spirit and Nature. Had Hegel conceived Spirit and 
Nature only as concepts, which they were, and not as two aconcrete realities," 
he would have seen that the triadic schenla \vas inapplicable to thenl. And 
he would have been able to avoid the panlogisll1 which he tried to read 
into every aspect of both history and nature, and which left no place for the 
~.: . . 1" 1 . h ld Ifra tIona an yw lere In t -e war . 

1'hus, lIegelianislll renlained an unresolved cOlllbination of a philosophy 
of luind on the one hand and a philosophy of 111atter on the other. Whereas 
the terll1 "nature" has a specific content~that is, "the totality of nature, as 
described by the physical, and 111athelnatical" theories produced by the 
sciences~and the tern1 "spirit" also has snch a specific content~that is, "on 
the one side, psychology, and on the other philosophy of law, of art, religion, 
and of absolute spirit or Idea" -the terrn Logos has no proper content at all 
(132). It is 111crely an abstraction of an abstraction-that is, reason C011-

sidered abstractly and "given on loan to" nature and spirit, distorting and 
restricting theIn, and used to criticize the inadequacies of all other philoso
phies. In his atternpt to provide the tcr111 "Logos" with a specific content, 
I-Iegel vvent to history and ended by conceiving history and llOgOS as the 
san1e thing. 

But, C:roce n.laintaincd, history is not nlcrely Logos-that is, Reason; it is 
also lJ nreason; 1110re precisely, it is where h UllIan reason and human unrea
son reveal thenlselves in an interplay w'hich 1nakes history. 13ut this history 
is not a discernible totality; it is I11erely the sum total of the various hU111an 
acts that display the tension bet\veeu Reason and lJnreason in Blan. l'hcse 
acts arc individual and unique, and, \vhile reflection on thenl can yield 
general theories of ]~cason on the one hand and of lJ nreason on the other·~ 
that is to saY7 philosophy and psychology respectively~~ncither philosophy 
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nor psychology can serve as the general science of man by which the specific 
character of a given hlunan act can be predicted in advance of its actual 
happening. 

History, therefore, al\vays tends to overthrow the generalizations about 
man constructed by philosophy, psychology, and sociology, or at least it 
requires endless revision of their generalizations. For history always reveals 
ne\\! data about the interplay of Reason and Unreason in man which gen
eralizing sciences are unable to anticipate. Historians have to use philosophi
cal, sociological, and psychological generalizations to characterize specific 
historical acts~that is, to join subject to predicate in a concrete judgment. 
But this joining of subject to predicate in a given historical judglnent is 
itself an intuitive, or aesthetic, operation. By such an operation, the historian 
gives clarity, order, and fornl to an area of the historical record that was 
fornlerly obscure, disorderly, and chaotic. He does the same thing that the 
artist does, even though his statenlents deal with actual rather than \vith 
possible events; and he constantly suppresses his ilnagination by a philosophi
cal judgn1ent on his o\vn perceptions, so that the real is separated from the 
merely apparent that his irrlagination always seeks to substitute for the evi
dence contained in the docunlents. 

What, then, was "living" and what was "dead" in Hegelianism?- Croce's 
answer to this question consolidated his resistance t()o every attempt to make 
sense of the historical record by appeal to presumed universals or generaliza
tions. On the one hand it \vas necessary to preserve and to cultivate Hegel's 
basic insights: his notion that the object of philosophical reflection \vas the 
total reality, the concrete universal; his conviction that the dialectic of oppo
sites was the proper instrnll1ent of philosophical reflection; and his doctrine 
of the degrees of reality, which pernlitted belief in both the autonomy of the 
various forllls of the spirit and their necessary connection and unity. On the 
other hand, however, it was necessary to repudiate every fornl of panlogism, 
every attempt to render reality in its empirical manifestations subject to sub
sumption under the rules governing Reason in abstracto, and hence any 
attenlpt to construe historical reality dialectically. In short, while affirlning 
the rule of Reason over philosophy and granting its authority as policenlan 
of any use of concepts in historical judgments, it was inlperative to deny 
Reason's authority to construe history-in-general. History had to be protected 
from tIre unrestricted use of artistic inlagina tion, scientific generalization, and 
philosophical conceptualization sinll11taneously. Historical judgment presup
posed clear philosophical concepts (such as good, evil, beauty, truth, utility, 
and the like) and consisted of cOlnbinations of concepts and enlp 1irical facts. 
TIle facts vvere discerned by artistic in tuition, the concepts constructed by 
philosophical reflection, but their conl bin a tion was a specifically histori
ographical activity, the paradign1 of which was that this happened at that 
time and place, an activity \vhich neither artistic intuition nor philosophical 
reflection alone could authorize. 
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On the basis of a nUlllber of specific historical statements, it was possible 
to generalize, and to say, for exalnple, that in certain types of tinles and 
places, certain types of things tend to happen, and to arrive at sociology 
thereby. But to treat such generalizations as either laws or universals was 
what Ryle has lately called a "category mistake"; these were abstractions fronl 
individual historical judglnents, not statements about what actually hap
pened everywhere czt all times and places. Such generalizations could not be 
substituted for philosophical staten1ents about concepts, the sole universals, 
or for sets of discrete historical judgments about what had actually happened. 
Historical knowledge stopped \vith the recovery of the record of past hl1ntan 
actions, of what ll1en had already done; it did not go on to dilate on what 
they were currently doing or \vhat they Blight or ought to do in the future. 

Other kinds of judglnents Blight be used to render account of the nlean
ing of current events, political judgnlents, rnoral judgnlents, econo111ic judg
ments, and the like; but these could clainl no sanction from history. They 
were proposals, plans, projects offered to 11len for the organization of their 
lives here and now, not secured knowledge. These proposals, plans, projects, 
and so on, had to \vin hU111an approval in the luarketplaces and parliaments 
of nations, on their own lnerits and according to their apparent relevance to 
present problel1ls; they sought a false authority vvhen they were justified by 
an appeal to history, or when they were offered as necessary conclusions frolll 
the study of history. History \vas thus put into quarantine as a guide to pres
ent activity and future aspiration. 1''he only thing that history taught was 
that ll1an had it in hilTI to be clnything he purposed. The dangers of trying 
to draw lessons froll1 history vvere therefore obvious, and they were nO~There 
11lore obvious than in the 11lisllse of history 111ade by the thinker WhODl Croce 
regarded as the greatest genius produced by 1110dern Italian culture, Gianlbat
tista Vico, the subject of Croce's 1110St difficult clitical enterprise, The Philos
o/Jhy of Giclmbattista Vieo (1911). 

~ Croce contra V ico 

In his Aesthetics, Croce credited Vico with having redeelned poetry from the 
lower reaches of the spirit to \vhich Plato had consigned it. Vico, Croce said, 
'~for the first tilne revealed the true nature of art and poetry" (277). This 
revelation took the forIll of the discovery that "poetry COB1es before the intel
lect, but after feeling" (ibid.). Plato, like his Illodern "vitalist" and "irration
alist" counterparts, had confused poetry with feeling. Men feel, Vico said, 
before they observe; their observation is directed by, or has its occasion in, 
their feeling. It thus £0110\\1s, Croce said, that, 4'poetry being COlllposed of 
passion and feeling, the nearer it approaches to the partic1l1ar, the more true 
it is, while exactly the reverse is true of philosophy" (277~78). Here, Croce 
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concluded, "we have a profound statement of the line of demarcation 
between science and art. They cannot be confused again" (278). 

Vieo's conception of the difference between poetry and history was, Croce 
continued, "a trifle less clear," so unclear, in fact, that Vico ended "by 
identifying poetry and history" (279). This identification gave Vico his 
basis for first conlprehending the nature of 111yth as "the spontaneous vision 
of the truth as it appears to primitive man" (ibid.), and yielded to hinl 
thereby his insight into the imagination as the creative rnode of conscious
ness (281). At the same tinle, however, it led hinl to confuse the uideal his
tory of the human spirit," conceived as the succession of the eternal stages of 
the search for truth, with the real history actually lived through by individual 
nlen at different tinles and places in the past. 1-'hus, although Vico could be 
credited with genuinely original and true insights into the nature of art and 
poetry, and above all with his discovery of the identification of poetry with 
language, he still fell prey to the nefarious uphilosophy of history." Just as 
lVlarx had mistakenly drean1ed of a science of history and Hegel of a philoso
phy of history, VieD drealned of, and thought he had found, a poetics of 
history. To criticize Vico, then, ll1eant to separate the aesthetic insights in 
his philosophy from the application of those insights to the study of history 
as a nlethodology. l\nd this is \vbat Croce undertook to do in his book on 
Vico in 1911. 

In Chapter III of The Philosophy of Giambattista Vieo, entitled "The 
Internal Structure of the New Science," Croce set forth the critical principles 
which guided him in his final reading of Vico. \Tico's whole system, Croce 
explained, actually comprises three different "classes of inquiry: philosophi
cal, historical, and enlpirical; and altogether it contains a philosophy of the 
spirit, a history (or congeries of histories), and a social science." (37-38) 
rrhe first class of inquiry is concerned with "ideas" on fantasy, myth, reli
gion, nlora1 judgnlent, force and la\v, the certain and the true, the passions, 
providence, and so on~in other words, with "all the . . . deterlninations 
affecting the necessary course or developnlent of the hun1an mind or spirit" 
(ibid.). T11is first section, Vico's aesthetic theory, was valid and true. To the 
second class belong Vico's outline of the universal history of man after the 
Flood, the origins of the different civilizations, the description of the heroic 
ages in Greece and ROllle and the discussion of custom, law, language, and 
political constitutions, as vvell as of primitive poetry, social class struggles, 
and the breakdown of civilizations and their return to a second barbarism, as 
in the early JVIiddle Ages of Europe. Finally, the third class of inquiry has to 
do with Vico's attempt to "establish a uniform course (corso) of national 
history" and deals \vith the succession of political forms and correlative 
changes in both the theoretical and practical lives, as well as with his gen
eralizations about the patriciate, the plebs, the patriarchal family, symbolic 
law, metaphorical language, hieroglyphic writing, and so forth. 

Croce's argument is that Vico confused these three types of inquiry, ran 



CROCE 417 

thelTI together in his reports, and COITlluitted a host of "category Inistakes" in 
the process of setting theln out in the ScienZel nuova. The obscurity of the 
Scienza nuova results, he ll1aintained, not from the profundity of the basic 
insight, but fro111 an intrinsic confusion-that is to say, frorn the "obscurity 
of his [Vieo's] ideas, a deficient understanding of certain connections; fraIn, 
that is to say, an eleI11ent of arbitrariness which Vico introduces into his 
thought, 01, to put it Blore silnply, froll1 outright errors" (319). Vieo had 
failed to see correctly the "relation between philosophy, history, and enlpiri
cal science" (40)' He tended poetically to uconvert" one into the other. 
l'hus, he treated "philosophy of the spirit" now as elnpirical science, now as 
history; he treated elllpirical science s0111etinles as philosophy and S0I11etinles 
as history; and he often attributed to sinlple historical statenlents either the 
nniversality of philosophical concepts or the generality of elnpirical SChe111ata. 
'rhe confusion of concepts vvith facts and vice versa-unexceptionable in a 
poct~was disastrons for Vieo the historian. For exan1ple, Croce noted, when 
Vico lacked a docnnlent, he tended to fall back upon a general philosophical 
principle to imagine (poetically) vvhat the dOCU111ent would have said had 
he actually possessed it; Of, when he caIne upon a dubiol1s fact, he confirlned 
or disconfirn1ed it by appeal to SaIne (inlagined) enlpirical law. And, even 
when he possessed both dOCnl11ents and facts, he often failed to let them. tell 
their own story~as the true historian is bound to do~but instead interpreted 
them to suit his Olvn purposes-that is, to suit his own willfully contrived 
sociological generalizations. 

Croce professed to prefer the most banal chronicle to this willful 11lanipula
tion of the historical record. He could forgive Vico for the nunlerous factual 
errors which riddled his work. I111precise in slnall lllatters, Vieo lllade up for 
it by his c0111prehensiveness of vision and his understanding of the way the 
hllDlan spirit operated to create a specifically hU111an world. But Croce could 
not forgive the cause of Vieo's confusion, his poetic identification of philoso
phy with science and history. l-'his "tendency of confusion or ... confusion 
of tendencies" was fatal to Vico's clainl to have founded a "science" of cul
ture and was the cause of his "fall" into '~philosophy of history" (43). An 
adequate reading of Vieo, therefore, required a careful separation of the 
philosophical "gold" in his work from the pseudo-scientific and pseudo-his
torical dross in vvhich it was concealed. And Croce proceeded to this task of 
separation (or transmutation, for this is what it really \vas) in the chapters 
that followed with a single-Il1indedncss exceeded only by his confidence that, 
in his o\vn philosophy, he possessed the philosopher's stone, which permitted 
the correct deterlnination of ~\vhat is living and what is dead" in any system. 
Anxious to judge, and even to forgive, Vico in the light of the scholarly 
standards that prevailed in the eighteenth century, Croce was unwilling to 
extend this historicist charity to Vieo's philosophical endeavors. 

/\ perfect exanlple-and a crucial test~of Croce's critical 111ethod appears 
in Chapter XI of The Philosophy of Gi(zmbattista Vico, where Vieo's law of 
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civilizational change, the so-called law of the ricorso, is examined. Briefly 
sunlDlarized, this law states that an pagan peoples lTIUst pass through a 
specific "course" of social relationships with corresponding political and 
cultural institutions and that, when the course is complete, they must, if 
they have not been annihilated, retrace this course on a similar, though 
significantly Dletanlorphosed, plane of existence or level of self-conscious
ness. If they are destroyed at the end of the cycle, they will be replaced by 
another people \vho \vill1ive through the course in the same general sequence 
of stages and to the sanle general end. 

Croce maintained that his "law" is nothing but a generalized form of the 
pattern vvhich Vieo thought he had discovered in Roman history. Vico gratu
itously extended this lay\! to cover all pagan societies, which forced him to 
press the facts into a pattern which applied only, if at all, to the Ronlan 
example. This "rarefaction" of Roman history into a general theory of cul
tural dynanlics revealed Vico's nlisconception of how empirical laws are gen
erated, Croce clainled. Instead of generalizing fro Ill. concrete cases and 
thereby contriving a sumnlary description of the attributes shared by all 
instances of the set, against vvhich the differences anlong the instances could 
be delineated, Vico sought to extend the general characteristics of the Roman 
set to include all sets that resembled the Roman in their pagan character. 
The inadequacy of Vieo's law ,;vas shown, however, by the large number of 
exceptions to it which even Vico had to admit existed. If Vico had not been 
led astray by his loyalty to his biased reading of ROplan history, the tienlpiri
cal theory of the ricorsi" would never have been forced to concede so lnany 
exceptions to its operations. And, freed from the necessity of forcing other 
societies into the pattern provided by the R0I11an exanlple, Vico might have 
been able to apply the general truth contained in the theory of the ricorsi to 
their several histories. 

The general truth in1plicitly contained- in the theory was a philosophical 
one-namely, that 

the spirit, having traversed its progressive stages, after having risen successively 
fron1 sensation to the inlaginative and rational universal, from violence to equity, 
must in conformity with its eternal nature retrace its course, to relapse into vio
lence and sensation, and thence to renew its upward movement, to recommence 
its course. [136] 

As a general guide to the study of specific historical societies, this truth. directs 
attention to ~'the connection between predominantly imaginative and pre
dominantly intellectual, spontaneous and reflective periods, the latter periods 
issuing out of the former by an increase in energy, and returning to them by 
degeneration and decomposition." But the theory describes only what hap
pens generally in all societies; it neither prescribes what must happen at 
particular times and places nor predicts the outcome of a particular trend. 
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Such generalizations as those permitted by Croce, such as that which states 
the relationship between "predOl1linantly inlaginative and predonlinantly 
intellectual ... periods," are, Croce said, "to a great extent quantitative and 
are made for the sake of convenience" (1 34). They have no force as law. 
Vieo stood convicted, therefore, of an error and a delusion: he erred in trying 
to extend an enlpirical generalization to all classes that resem,bled that to 
which the generalization could be legitimately applied; and he was deluded 
by the hope of treating a philosophical insight as a canon of historical 
interpretation which would be valid for all societies at all times and places. 

Croce considered two possible objections to this criticism of Vico. On the 
one hand, he said, it might be argued that Vi co did account for the excep
tions to his law by referring to external influences or contingent circnmstances 
which caused a particular people to halt short of its terIll or to merge with, 
and beC0111e a part of, the corso of another people. On the other hand, he 
noted, on the basis of Croce's own interpretation of the true value of the 
"la\v," it 11light be held that, since the la\v really deals with the "corso" of 
the spirit and not \vith that of society or culture, no anlount of enlpirical 
evidence can serve to challenge it. Croce snI1lmarily dismissed the second 
objection as irrelevant. "The point at issue," he said, 

is ... precisely the empirical aspect of this law, not the philosophical: and the 
true reply seen1S to us to be, as we have already suggested, that Vieo could not 
and ought not to have taken other circun1stances into account, just as, to recall 
one instance, anyone who is studying the various phases of life describes the first 
lnanifestations of the sexual craving in the vague imaginings and siITIilar phe
n01l1cna of puberty, and does not take into account the ways in which the less 
experienced lTIay be initiated into love by the n10re experienced, since he is setting 
out to deal not with the social laws of imitation but with the physiological laws 
of organic dcvelopn1ent. [Ibid.] 

In short, Vico's ula\v" either obtains universally~Iike the t'physiological laws 
of organic development" -or it does not; one exception is enough to discon
firm it. 

This was a curions line for Croce to take, however, for it required that he 
apply to Vico's ulaw" criteria of adequacy more similar to those deInanded 
by Positivists than to those required by Croce's own conception of physical
scientific laws as expounded in his Logic (1909). I-Iere he had criticized 
Positivists for failing to see that the function of laws in science was "sub
serving," not "constitutive" (204). 1'he laws of physical science, he said, 
were nothing but fictions or pseudo concepts, contrived by Inen or groups of 
men in response to needs generated by practical projects in different times 
and places, the authority of which was limited, therefore, to the duration 
of the projects thenlselves. Croce specifically denied that the natural sciences 
predicted in any significant sense; belief in their predictive power repre
sented the resurgence of a primitive desire to prophesy or to foretell the 
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future, which could never be done. Such beliefs rested upon the baseless 
assulnption that nature was regular in all its operations, when in reality the 
only "regular" phenolllenon in nature was that of mind in its effort to com
prehend nature (228). The so-called "laws of nature" were constantly being 
violated and excepted. From this it followed that, far from being able to 
claim predictability, the natural sciences were much lllore depe~ldent upon a 
historical knowledge (of nature) than even the human sciences, which at 
least had the constant phenomena of n1ind from which to generalize. 

But, if this is the true nature of la\v in the physical sciences, it must also be 
the true nature of whatever laws are possible in the social sciences; and, this 
being the case, what possible objection could there be to Vico's use of the 
law of the ricorsi to characterize the evolutionary process of an societies and 
to direct research into them with the extent of their deviation froin the 
Roman lTIoc1el in vie\v? The objection would seem to lie solely in Croce's 
hostility to any atte111pt to treat society and culture, which he took to be 
products of spirit, as if they \vere mechanically determined effects of physical 
causes. In trying to characterize the operations of spirit in their concrete 
nlanifesta tions, in the social forms they took, in tenns of laws, Vico seemed 
to be unwittingly nlaterializing or naturalizing theIn, and thereby depriving 
then1 of their status as creations of spirit. At least, that is the way Croce saw 
it. Vico treated society and culture as if they were products of an invariable 
material process (thereby, by the way, betraying his nlisunderstanding of the 
true nature of nature); and Croce deinanded of him that, once he opted 
for this treatnlent, he be consistent and truly regard the process as invariable. 
Hence 'rve have the thrust of Croce's appeal to the analogy of anyone "studying 
the various phases of life" \vho IllUSt limit himself to a consideration of "the 
physiological laws of organic development" and not deal with the "social 
laws of inlitation" (Phil. of Vieo, 136). 

But the analogy betrays Croce's bias in the criticism. For, to follow the 
analogy out correctly, what is at issue in Vico's case is not a mixture of 
laws operating in one process with laws operating in another, but the con
vergence' of t\VO systeills, each of which is governed by similar laws, the one 
cancelling out or aborting the operations of the other. For example, even a 
person studying the various phases of life need not be confused by the fact 
that a given individual does not reach puberty but, let us say, dies. The 
death of a person before puberty does not disconfirm the "physiological 
laws of organic develop111ent"; it lnerely requires that, if we want to explain 
the failure to reach puberty, we 11111St invoke other laws, specifically those 
which account for the death of the organisnl, to explain why the prediction 
that puberty would normally occur was not borne out. 

So it is with civilizations. Our characterization of the "course" we predict 
they will follow is not vitiated by any given civilization's failure to complete 
such a course if the failure can be explained by invocation of another law, 
that covering the disintegration of civilizations short of their normal term. 
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1'hus, no Blunber of societies failing to c01l1plete the corso described by the 
R0111an lriodel used by \'ico as an archetype can serve to disconfirnl Vieo's 
~'law," for the '·law of the ricorsi" is not a "lavv" at all; it is il1erely a theory or 
an interpretation~that is to say, a set of laws the utility of which, for pre
dictive purposes, requires specification of the lirniting conditions within which 
the laws apply. In principle there is nothing at all wrong with Vieo's having 
chosen the Ronl~nl cxanlplc as a paradignl of civiliza tional grovvth against 
which the growth of all other civilizations known to binI, the Jewish and 
C:hristian excepted, could be ll1easured. I t is perfectly good sacial-scien tific 
proceduIe, hovycvcr inlperfectly the procedure was carried out in Vieo's case. 
What Croce objected to was Clny kind of social-scientific procedure, for, by 
his lights, it represented an effort to treat a product of "free" spirit as causally 
deterlTlined. And so he applied an illlpossibly rigorous standard of adequacy 
~a standard he hilllself had specifically repudiated in his rejection of the 
claillls that Positivists had ll1ade for the physical scicnces-~to 'Vico's effort to 
construct a science of societies. 1'his inconsistency in Croce's usc of the con
cept of "law" can be explained only by his desire to clainl V"ico's sanction 
for his ovvn B1anner of philosophizing while denying any clailTI by rnodern 
social scientists to fol1ovv out Vico's 111annCr of social analysis. 

A better case can be Blade for Croce's criticisrn of Vico/s efforts to con
struct a universal history, or philosophy of world history. Here a genuine 
111ixture of categories appears to have occurred. ()n the one hand, Croce 
correctly pain ted out, V ico \van ted to usc the theory of the ricorsi as the 
model for all civilizational grovyth; on the other, he \vanted to except the 
Jewish and Christian exanlples by attributing to theID respectively a special 
I11Cnlory and a special capacity for renewal, which precluded the ternlination 
of their histories before the end of the world. This distinction was gratuitous, 
and Croce was apparently correct in locating it in the conflict between the 
Christian believer vvho lurked within Vieo's breast and the social scientist 
who had triunlphed in his head. But, as most of Vieo's comlnentators have 
pointed out, even this inconsistency does not negate the effort, consistently 
pursued in the social-scientific side of his ,York, to construct a universal 
philosophy of history_ Croce hilllsclf adnlitted as I1luch when, cOlnnlenting 
upon Vieo's attenlpt to dra\v sinlilarities between llouler and Dante, he 
granted that such classifications were the necessary bases of any true history; 
for, as he put it, "without the perception of sinlilarity how would one succeed 
in establishing the differences?" (156). But here again he deplored the search 
for si111ilarities as an end in itself; the urge to classify, to construct types, he 
said, had prohibited Vieo froITI carrying out the historian's task, that of 
"representing and narrating" (257). 

Croce's essentially Ironic stance with respect to the thought of Marx, 
Hegel, and Vieo is revealed not only by his insistence upon his own ability 
to distinguish between \vhat was living and what was dead in their concep
tions of history but also by his consignnlent of l~living" parts of their theories 
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to separate, and indeed even isolated, sectors of the life of the lnind. His 
treatl1lent of :Nlarx \vas exceptional, inasmuch as he did not even grant to hinl 
the status of a significant thinker. In Croce's estimation, Marx had contrib~ 
uted only a reminder to historians to take account of the economic factor in 
the life of 11lcn. Croce pernlitted Hegel a permanent place in the history of 
philosophy because of his contributions to logic and the theory of the human 
sciences, but denied hilTI any genuine achievelnent as a philosopher of his
tory. Croce acknowledged Vieo's pern1anent contribution to aesthetic theory, 
but denied hin1 any talen tat all as either a historian or a social. theorist. 
What this alllOl1nted to was a distancing of the entire effort of past thinkers 
to raise historical thought to the status of a science, ho\vever the term 
"science" \vas conceived. 

At the same tiule, while defending the notion that history was a forin of 
art, Croce carried out an operation by which history was prohibited fronl 
contributing to that process of imaginative creativity, or creative imagination, 
which he admitted to art in general. The poetic truths of historiography were 
rendered prosaic precisely by the degree to vvhich they were consigned to 
criticism by comn10n sense and to characterization in terms of ordinary lan
guage. 

~ History as Bourgeois Ideology 

What lay behind this general, if qualified, rejection of every previous philoso
phy of history and this qualified, if general, Idealism which Croce finally 
can1e to rest with as the basis for his own historical studies? More ilnportan t, 
what does the general recognition of Croce's authority as a spokesman for 
Liberal-humanistic culture in the first quarter of the twentieth century tell us 
about the Blood, the fears, and the aspirations of this age all over Europe? In 
my vie\v, both questions can be Inet by a single answer: For a significant 
segn1ent of cultivated European society between about 1900 and 1930, a 
society threatened by what appeared to be the progeny of Marx on the one 
hand and the heirs of Nietzsche on the other, a society which could find little 
to hearten it in either Ranke or Burckhardt, the main models for the his
torical thought of the acadelny, Croce seen1ed to be offering a genuine 
alternative, an idea of history that was at once progressive and socially 
responsible. 

In I1lany respects, Croce was trying to do for classical Liberalism what 
Ranke had done for classical Conservatism a half-century earlier-that is, 
hedge it around vvith argl1ll1ents against Radicalism. in any form. He ren1ained 
a Liberal in his conviction that society and culture could not maintain the 
forn1 and content of any of their specific incarnations but had to change. 
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But in his conviction that all change had to be gradual, unplanned, and the 
spontaneous result of the efforts of individual ITlen to ll1cdiatc anlong 
received traditions, present exigencies, and future aspirations, he spoke espe
cially for 1l10st of the troubled ljberals of his generation. In presenting his
tory as the eternal return of Blan to the task of constructing an arena in 
\vhich he could display his individuality, Croce soothed the fears of those sons 
of the bourgeoisie for whom individualislll was an eternal value; in presenting 
historical knowledge as knowledge of hl1I11an individuality, he provided a 
barrier against prcrnature assinlilation of that individuality to the general 
truths of science 011 the one hand and the universal truths of philosophy on 
the other. 

But he did 111ore. fIe sensed the power of that B100d of senescens 
saeculunl \vhich gripped the generation of the 1890s. His whole systenl was 
a snblinlatc of his generation's awareness of the passing of an age, the Age of 
l~l1rope, of htlll1anism, and of that combination of aristocratic and bourgeois 
values which gave to the ruling groups of nineteenth-century Europe their 
distinctive life style. 

European intellectuals entered the t"ventieth century with the conviction 
that, since every total system of explanation had a flaw in it, despair could 
clainl no Inore authority over 111en than optinlisl1l; that, with the contest 
between despair and optilnis111 being a draw, optinlism was as justified as 
despair~and l11uch l1l0re cOlnforting. But there was 1110re to Croce's option 
for optilnisln. lIe had ,von a right to it in an actual struggle with death 
itself; he had literally fought his way back from the grave in his early 111an
hood; and his victorious en1crgencc fronl the grave gave hin1, he felt, an 
unerring eye for whatever was ~4still living" in anything that \vas super
ficially moribund. 'fhis is perhaps \vhy his histories are dominated by a 
search for the shoots of life reappearing on the battlefield of frustrated hopes 
and dashed aspirations. His own life had taught hin1 that time itself, when 
lived as history, is Uits own n1ystic Dionysus, its own suffering Christ, redeelner 
of sins" (Hist. as the Story of Liberty, 28). 

Only two striking inlages occur in Croce's rare public reflections on his 
own conlplex, and cOlllplexly obscured, private life. One is the image of 
Vesuvius, which in wintertilne sl1l111bered quietly beneath a cap of snow, 
but which was silently gathering power for its eruption when Naples and 
the Neapolitans were least prepared for it. According to Nicolini, Croce used 
this inlage to characterize hil11self. 1'he other image was that of a pacific 
lTIonastic cloister, whose high walls blocked out the noise of the public world 
and gently echoed the fall of water from a fountain, a place pervaded by the 
scent of lenlon trees. 1'his inlage represented the retreat to which Croce 
desired to retire when his ascetic schedule of work and thought had 
exhausted hinl. 

The two inlages are, of course, c0111plenlentary. They conjure up visions of 
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darkness, chaos, and violence on the one hand and light, order, and repose 
on the other. I shall forgo the tenlptation to interpret therrl in a Freudian 
Blanner as phallus and \von1b, not because Croce condenlned every effort at 
psychoanalytical historiography, calling it "valet's history" and deriding its 
practitioners as pseudo scholars seeking a cheap interpretation without the 
\vork required by true historical c0111prehension; but because, in accordance 
with this prejudice, Croce refused to reveal enough about his private life to 
perInit muster of the kind of detailed evidence that alone can render a 
psychoanalytical interpretation convincing. In any case, private evidence is 
not needed to divine the general cast of Croce's psyche and the experiences 
\vhich gave it its peculiar physiogn0111Y. Croce's public pronouncements, 
vvhich run to l1lore than eighty VolulTles, provide an1ple clues to the inlport of 
these t\VO inlages for his total vvorld view. rrhey figure the main categories of 
Croce's philosophy; they telegraph the psychological problems for which the 
philosophy constituted the solutions. 

Beneath these in1ages lay Croce's experience of death and return from 
death; above thenl rises the atten1pted unification of life and death in vvhich 
individual vitality is I11erged \vith the universal experience of death as the 
solution to philosophy's eternal problen1. There was good reason for Croce 
to attelnpt such a n1erger. After all, Croce had lived through a l1un1ber of 
entolnbnlents and rebirths: first, as the successor to a child bearing his name 
\vho had died before he \vas born; second, as one who had risen from 
entoInbulent in the ruins of an earthquake; then, as a prisoner of lnelancholy 
who had been liberated by the young philosopher Labriola in Rome; and, 
finally, as a prisoner of the "caves" of the archives in Naples who had 
released himself to the light of philosophy. All this provided ample reason 
for the D1ature 111an, the author of The PhilosopfLy of the Practical (1908), 
to write: "In truth, there is no need to' oppose\ a eulogy of Life with a 
eulogy of Death since the eulogy of Life is also a eulogy of Death; for how 
could we live, if vve did not die at every instant?" In that saIne work Croce 
defined ucosn1ic progress" as nothing but the "continuous triun1ph of Life 
over Death" and life as sheer "activity," the "unfolding of activity upon 
passivity_ ... In every nevv situation the individual begins life all over again." 
The ulti111ate reality, the "Goel" which n1en had sought since the beginning 
of human time, was not an external force but merely this regenerative power 
in Blan, 4'that activity which is both Life and Death." (252) 

TIle hUlnan capacity to "return," the regenerative power in man, was, in 
Croce's view, both the source of lllan's glory and the cause of his uniquely 
hU1l1an suffering. For him, no less than for Hegel, Marx, and Nietzsche, 

'" fi- ". I 1'£ d d h I 1 'U.··l" man s eon nelnent In t 1e 1 e-an - eat eye e was a so man s prIVI ege, 
the basis of his aristocracy. The identification of life with death and the 
reverse perlnitted Croce to turn his guns upon the eneInies of life and the 
negators of death alike-that is to say, upon mere pessimists and mere 
optimists indifferently_ Thus, he wrote in The Philosophy of the Practical: 
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111is conception of reality, which recognizes the indissoluble link between good 
and evil, is itself beyond good and evil, and consequently surpasses the visual 
angles of optin1isln and pesSinlisI11-· of optin1islll that does not discover the evil 
in life and posits it as an illusion, or only as a very S111311 or contingent elelnent, 
or hopes for a future life (on earth or in heaven) in which evil will be suppressed; 
and of pessinlisrn, that sees nothing but evil and nlakes of the \vorld an infinite 
and eternal spasnl of pain, that rends itself internally and generates nothing. 
[25 1 ] 

Tbis conception of the paradoxical unity of life with death \vas Croce's 
antidote to utopian RadicalislTI and Reactionary despair in historical think
ing. 1'his conception had its psychological origins in his own personal 
experience of both life and death. That experience was definitive in his 
intellectual developl11ent; it also Blade hinl the perfect spOkeS111an for a civili
zation which, fronl the end of the nineteenth century all, would descend 
into death again and again, and lleternally return," neither as Marxist pro
letarian nor as Nietzsche Supernlan, but as the saIne conlbination of aristo
cratic IdealisIll and ll1iddle-class practicality. rrhese, in fact, were the social 
equivalents of Croce's main abstract philosophical categories: the principle 
of Life \vas nothing but a sublilnation of aristocratic heroism; that of Death 
was nothing TIl0re than the bourgeois acceptance of practical exigency. The 
interplay of the two constituted Croce's conception of cultnre, and the story 
of that interplay was his idea of history. 



CONCLUSION 

In my analysis of the main forms of historical consciousness of the nineteenth 
century, I have utilized a general theory of the structure of the historical 
work. I have maintained that the style of a given historiographer can be 
characterized in terIllS of the linguistic protocol he used to prefigure the 
historical field prior to bringing to bear upon it the various "explanatory" 
strategies he used to fashion a "story" out of the "chronicle" of events con
tained in the historical record. These linguistic protocols, I have maintained, 
can be further characterized in terms of the four principal modes of poetic 
discourse. Using the tropes of Metaphor, Metonymy, Synecdoche, and Irony 
as the basic types of linguistic prefiguration, I have discussed the modes of 
consciousness in which historians can implicitly or explicitly justify commit
ment to different explanatory strategies on the levels of argument, emplot
ment, and ideological implication respectively. Drawing upon the '\vorld 
hypothesis" theory of Stephen C. P'epper, I have identified four different 
theories of truth (or con1binations of them) in the historical thinkers studied: 
For~isn1, Mechanism, Organicism, and Contextualisn1. Follo\\1ing the theory 
of fictions of Northrop Frye, I have identified four different archetypal 
plot :structures by which historians can figure historical processes in their nar
ratives as stories of a particular kind: Romance, Tragedy, Comedy, and 
Satire. And, using the theory of ideology worked out by Karl Mannheim, I 
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have discerned four different strategies of ideological implication by which 
historians can suggest to their readers the inlport of their studies of the past 
for the cOlllprehension of the present: Anarchisnl, Radicalism, Conservatislll, 
and Liberalisnl. 

I have suggested that a given historian will be inclined to choose one or 
another of the different ITlodes of explanation, on the level of argument, 
elnplotlnent, or ideological inlplication, in response to the imperatives of the 
trope which infornls the linguistic protocol he has used to prefigure the field 
of historical occurrence singled out by hinl for investigation. I have sug
gested, in short, an elective affinity between the act of prefiguration of the 
historical field and the explanatory strategies used by the historian in a given 
work. 

These correlations of the tropological strategies of prefiguration vvith the 
various Blades of explanation used by historians in their works have provided 
me with a way of characterizing the styles of given historians. And they have 
per111ittec1 111e to view the various debates over how history ought to be 
written, which occurred throughout the nineteenth century, as essentially 
matters of stylistic variation within a single universe of disconrse. Moreover, 
they have pernlitted 111e to abandon the usual categories for designating the 
different "schools" of historical writing which appeared during the century, 
categories conventionally taken fronl 1110re general cultural movenlcnts, such 
as H .. oll1anticis111, Idealisl11, and Positivisl1l, and specific ideological move~ 
ll1ents, such as Liberalisll1, Radicalis111, and Conservatislll. I have argued, in 
fact, that sinlply to designate the work of a given historian as "Rolllantic" or 
"Idealist" or "Liberal" or "Conservative" obscures lTIOre than it reveals about 
the dynanlics of the thought processes that led hin1 to compose his histories 
in a particular way. My analytical ll1ethod perlnits me to specify, on different 
levels of engagenlent-epistelllological, aesthetic, ethical, and linguistic-pre
cisely vvherein a given historian' s '~Liberalisln" or "R0111anticisln" or "Ideal
iSln" consists and to what degree it actually deternlined the structure of the 
works he wrote. 

J\;loreover, I have clainled that nly approach to the problenl of nineteenth
century historical consciollsness perI11its ll1e to ignore the distinction, now 
little lllore than a precritically accepted clich'e, between proper history and 
philosophy of history. I believe I have penetrated to the metahistorical level 
on which proper history and speculative philosophy of history have a COlll-
111011 origin in any atten1pt to n1ake sense out of history-in-general. I have 
suggested that proper history 2nd speculative philosophy of history are dis
tinguishable only in enlphasis, not in their respective contents. In proper 
history:; the clenlent of construct is displaced to the interior of the narrative, 
while the elen1ent of "found" data is perlnitted to occupy the position of 
pro111inence in the story line itself. In speculative philosophy of history, the 
reverse is the case. l--Iere the elenlent of conceptual construct is brought to 
the fore, explicitly set forth, and systell1atically defended, with the data being 
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used primarily for purposes of illustration or exemplification. I conclude, 
therefore, that every philosophy of history contains within it the elenlents of 
a proper history, just as every proper history contains within it the elelTIents 
of a full-blown philosophy of history. 

Once these relationships are understood, it becomes possible, in nlY view, 
to distinguish between the proper historian and the philosopher of history on 
the basis of the second order of consciollsness in which the latter carries out 
his efforts to 111ake sense of the historical process. The philosopher of history 
seeks not only to understand vvhat happened in history but also to specify 
the criteria by which he can know vvhen he has successfully grasped its mean
ing or significance. Properly understood, then, philosophy of history is a COID

nlentary 110t only on the historical record but also on the activity by which a 
given encodation of the historical field can be permitted to claim the status 
of knovvledge. In Iny vie\v, it is no accident that the outstanding philoso
phers of history of the nineteenth century were, with the possible exception 
of Marx, quintessentially philosophers of language. Nor is it an accident that 
Hegel, Nietzsche, and Croce were all dialecticians. For, in my view, dialectic 
is nothing but a fornlalization of an insight into the tropological nature of 
all the £ornls of discourse which are not fornlally comnlitted to the articula
tion of a vvorld vie\v \vithin the confines of a single lTIodality of linguistic 
usage~as the natural sciences becanle after their comnlitment to :Nletonymi
cal usage in the seventeenth century. 

I have suggested that the nonscientific or protoscientific nature of historical 
studies is signaled in the inability of historians to agree-as the natural 
scientists of the seventeenth century were able to do-on a specific lTIode of 
discourse. History, like the hUl1lan sciences in general, remained indentured 
to the vagaries, but also to the generative capability, of natural language 
throughout the nineteenth century-and it is so indentured today_ As a 
result, historiography has relnained prey to the creation of nlutually exclusive, 
though equally legitimate, interpretations of the same set of historical events 
or the saITle segment of the historical process. What the present study shows 
is that, vvithin a given tradition of discoufse, in which a shared set of prob
lems and a conlmon body of contents are taken as the crucial probleITIs to 
be solved over a given period of time, at least fouf possible interpretative 
strategies may be en1ployed, consistent vvith the types of linguistic protocols 
sanctioned by the d0111inant tropes of ordinary speech. I have argued that 
the types of historiography produced by the nineteenth century correspond, 
on ,the metahistorical level, to the types of philosophy of history produced 
d uring that same age. 

\Vhereas the Blaster historians of the nineteenth century 1vrote history in 
the modes of ~1etaphor, 11etonyn1Y, Synecdoche, and Irony, the philosophers 
of history ~wrote about the writing of history from positions articulated from 
vvithin the same set of modalities. What made the philosophers of history 
appear to be scientizing or aesthetizing historiography in Radical vvays were 
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their efforts to illlpose upon historical reflection the linguistic protocols sanc
tioned by a specific tropological usage. liegel, J\1arx, Nietzsche, and Croce all 
offended conventional historians by their attcDlpts to provide a technical 
language in \vhich either to talk about history or to talk about historians' 
talk about history. 

'rhe ll1aster historians of the nineteenth century intuited that history could 
not beC0111e either a rigorous science or a pure art until the epistelTIological 
and aesthetic concepts that underlay the cornposition of their narratives were 
clarified. And ll1any of then1 recognized that, in order to qualify as a science, 
history \~/ould have to be provided with a technical language by which to 
COlTI11111nicate findings. \Vithout such a technical language, general syntheses 
sinlilar to those in the physical sciences would be i111possible. -Yet 110 single 
linguistic protocol succeeded in carrying the day an10ng the historians (or 
anl0ng the social sciences in general) in the way that 111athenlatics and logic 
had clone in the physical sciences £ro111 the till1e of r~evvton 011. Since history 
resisted every effort to fonnalize discourse, historians \vere COllllTlitted to the 
plurality of interpretative strategies contained in the uses of ordinay lan
guage thoughout the nineteenth century. 

I do not kno\v whether the four interpretative strategies I have identified 
exhaust all the possibilities contained in language for the representation of 
historical phcnornena. But I do clainl that Illy typology of interpretative 
strategies pcnnits Inc to account for the prestige enjoyed by historians and 
philosophers of history during different periods of nineteenth-century thought 
and among different publics within a given period of that thought. I 111ain
tain that the link bet\veen a given historian and his potential public is forged 
on the prctheoretical, and specifi.cally linguistic, level of consciol1sness. And 
this suggests that the prestige enjoyed by a given historian or philosopher of 
history vvithiu a specific public is referable to the prccritically provided lin
guistic ground Ofl \vhich the prefignration of the historical field is carried out. 

In Iny vievv, no given theory of history is convincing or c0111pel1ing to a 
given public solely on the basis of its adequacy as an "explanation" of the 
'ldata" contained ill its narrative, because, in history, as in the social sciences 
in general, there is no vvay of pre-establishing what vvill count as a l4datUTI1" 

] 1 '1'1 • (, 1 '~"1 1 . 1 ,(, 1'" 1 1 1 ann vV_lat \VI count as a t leary )y w lIe 1 to exp aIl1 \V_1at t le cata 
"ITlcan." In turn, there is no agreell1Cnt over \vhat \vill count as a specifically 
(,41' • 1" 1 I I-I '} l' {' h . hI . 1 nlstorIC~L caruni. _ le reso utlon or t~lS pro ~elTl reqlures a 111etat leory, 
\vhich will establish on 111ctahistorical grounds the distinctions bet\vcen 

1 u. In -1 -- 1 'f-~ 11 ((,-.- . }'7 -1 Inere_y natura p len0111Cna aIlC SpccLlca y hlstoflca p len0111Cna. 
I t is often said, of course, tha t historical data consist of all the artifacts, 

1110nU111ents, and dOCHI11ents created by HIeD, and that the problcI11 of his
torical thinking is to classify the fornls of these phCn0111Cna and to account 
for their appearances in historical tinle by idcn tifying the 1110tives or in tcn
tions behind their creation. But, it is not only difficult to distinguish bct\veen 
a natural and a historical phen0111CnOn in certain crucial cases (in wars, for 
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exanlple); it is also difficult to distinguish, in the determination of motives, 
between a generally animal impulse in a specific historical agent and the 
specifically human forms that such an impulse may assume. Much depends 
on ho\v far one wants to pursue the inquiry into motive and intention. One 
can try to penetrate to the interior of consciousness, where motives and 
intentions l1lerge first with psychological, then with biol.ogical, and ultimately 
with physico-chenlical processes in the depths of human being. But this 
would expose thought to the threat of an infinite regress. The decision of a 
conventional historian to take the statenlents of conscious intention of his
torical agents at face value is neither more nor less legitimate than the 
decision of the Materialistic Deterlninist to reduce conscious intention to the 
status of an effect of a more basic, psycho-physical cause, or that of the 
Idealist to interpret it as a function of a more general '~spirit of the age." 
These decisions originate in nlore basic conceptions of the form that histori
cal theories are conceived to have to take. Thus, historians necessarily dis
agree not only over the question "What are the data?" but also over the 
forlll of the theories by which those data are constituted as 'tproblems" and 
are then uresolved" by being merged with them to nlake up "explanations." 

In history, I have argued, the historical field is constituted as a possible 
dOlnain of analysis in a linguistic act which is tropological in nature. The 
dOl1linant trope in which this constitutive act is carried out will determine 
both the kinds of objects \vhich are pernlitted to appear in that field as data 
and the possible relationships that are conceived to obtain among thenl. The 
theories that are subsequently elaborated to account for changes that .occur 
in the field can clainl authority as explanations of "what happened" only 
insofar as they are consonant with the linguistic lllode in which the field was 
prefigured as a possible object of 11lental perception. Thus, any theory which 
is franled in a given nlode is foredoonled to failure in any public which is 
COlTIlnitted to a different Blode of prefiguration. A historian such as ~1arx, 
elnploying a Mechanistic explanatory theory, has no authority in a public 
which is precritically conlmitted to the prefiguration of the historical field in 
the I1lode of Irony, Synecdoche, or Metaphor. Similarly, a historian such as 
Burckhardt, \vho ,vas precritically comnlitted to a prefiguration of the his
torical field in the Ironic nlode, has no authority in a public which is pre
critically comnlitted to the prefiguration of the historical field in the Meton
ynlical lnode. These precritical c01l1mi tmen ts to different modes of discourse 
and their constitutive tropological strategies account for the generation of 
the different interpretations of history which I have identified in this study 
of nineteenth-centurv historical ·consciousness. 

J 

It vvould have been telnpting to try to correlate the four basic fOIIllS of 
historical consciousness \vith corresponding personality types, but I decided 
against this for two reasons. One is that present-day psychology is in the same 
state of conceptual anarchy that history was in the nineteenth century. In 
Iny vicvv, it seenlS probable that an analysis of conten1porary psychological 
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thinking would reveal the same set of interpretative strategies (each posing 
as the definitive science of its subject) which I discovered in my analysis of 
historical thinking. rrhat is to say, since psychology has not attained to the 
kind of systematization which characterizes the physical sciences, but ren1ains 
divided into contending t~schools" of interpretation, I would probably have 
ended by duplicating the findings I arrived at in my study of historical 
thinking. 

But, more ilnportant, I deny that much is added to the understanding of 
a given writer's thought by the revelation of the personality type which sup
posedly underlay and gave fOf111 to his work. To reveal the "Radical person~ 
ality" behind Marx's ttRevolutionary theories" does not seenl to Ille to clear 
up in any significant way either the problenl of the specific for111 his writings 
took or the appeal those \vritings have had to publics of both a "T{evolution
ary" and a generally "Liberal" cast of mind. As for the so-called psycho
biographical approach to intellectual history, I note the following problenls. 
When it is a Inatter of dealing with a thinker or writer of manifest genius, 
the a pplica tion of a theory such as psychoanalysis, which was devised for the 
study of neurotics and psychotics, appears to be a mistake. After an, a 
neurotic is one who by definition is unequipped to sublimate successfully the 
obsessions which constitute the cOlllplex that deterlnines the structure of his 
personality. In the case of geniuses such as Hegel, Marx, T'ocqueville, 
lVlichelet, or even I\fietzsche, however, their works are evidence of their sub
linlative capability. A study of the biographies of such geniuses nlight account 
for their interest in certain kinds of problems, but it would do little to help 
us understand the specific £orn1s of their works, the specific relations between 
theory and data which exist in them, and the appeal that these works have 
for those publics vvhose psychological proclivities differ froIn those of the 
authors. 

I have therefore limited the present study to an analysis of the relation 
between the ll1anifest level of historical narratives, where the theoretical con
cepts that have been used to explain the data are deployed, and the latent 
level, considered as the linguistic ground on which these concepts are pre
critically constituted. rrhis has been sufficient to pern1it me to characterize, 
in what I take to be a value neutral and purely formal way, the different 
interpretative strategies that vvere elaborated by l1ineteenth~century historians 
and philosophers of history_ Moreover, it pernlits TIle to explain \vhy it is 
that, although nineteenth-century historical thinkers studied carefully and 
con1pletely, vvithin the lin1its of their several C0111petences, the same "data" 
in the historical record, they caBle to such different and seelningly mutually 
exclusive conclusions about the nleaning and significance of those "data" for 
their o\vn tinles. By constituting the historical field in alternative ways, they 
inlplicitly corllinitted themselves to different strategies of explanation, 
en1plotnlent, and ideological iI11plication by vvhich to discern its true "ulean
ing." rrhe ucrisis of historicisHl" into which historical thinking entered during 
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the last decades of the nineteenth century was, then, little more than the 
perception of the impossibility of choosing, on adequate theoretical grounds, 
among the different ways of viewing history which these alternative inter
pretative strategies sanctioned. 

As thus envisaged, the history of nineteenth-century historical thinking 
can be said to describe a full circle, fro111 a rebellion against the Ironic his
torical vision of the late Enligh tennlen t to the return to prominence of a 
sin1ilar Ironic vision on the eve of the t\ventieth century. The classic age of 
European historical thought, frolll Hegel to Croce, represented an effort to 
constitute history as the ground for a "realistic" science of Ulan, society, and 
culture. This realislTI was to be founded on a consciousness that had been 
freed fronl the inherent skepticism and pessimism of late Enlightenlnent 
Irony on the one hand and the cognitively irresponsible faith of the early 
Ronlantic lllovelnent on the other. But, in the \yorks of its greatest historians 
and philosophers of history, nineteenth-century Europe succeeded in pro
ducing only a host of conflicting "realis111s," each of w'hich was endowed 
with a theoretical apparatus and buttressed by an erudition that Inade it 
in1r?ssible for on~ to d~l!:Y its elainl to at least provisional acceptance. 

rrhe prestige of the various thinkers I have studied has waxed and 
waned vvith transfOfnlations in the moods of the publics that read them. In 
turn, these moods sanctioned the prefiguration of the historical field in differ
ent ll10dalities of discourse. One ought not say, therefore, that Michelet's 
conception of history was refuted or overturned by the lnore "scientific} or 
ttenlpirical" or ''realistic'' conception of Ranke; or that the work of Ranke, in 
turn, \vas nullified by the even Blore "scientific" or "realistic" Tocqueville; 
or that all three of these \vere set in the shade by the inherent "realisD1" of 
Burckhardt. t~or is it possible to say, vvith any theoretical certitude, that 
]\1arx was 1110re "scientific" than Hegel in his approach to history, or that 
t~ietzsche "vas I1l0re uprofound" in his dilations on historical consciousness 
than either of these. For vvhat was at issue throughout the nineteenth cen
tury, in history as in both art and the social sciences, was the form that a 
genuinely "realistic representation of historical reality" ought to take. Nor, 
finally, can one say, with any confidence in the judgnlent, that there \vas genu
ine progress in the evolution of historical theory from the tilne of Hegel to 
that of Croce, for each of the l1laster historians and philosophers of history I 
have studied displayed a talent for historical narrative or a consistency of 
vision that B1ade of his work an effectively closed systelTI of thought, inC0I11-

111ensurable '!Iith all the others appearing in contention ,vith it. 
I could, frOIn a C0111111itnlent to a particular conception of science, insist 

that 'l'ocqueville was a more &tscientific" historian than l\1ichelet or Ranke, 
or that JVlarx \vas a 1110re urealistic" social theorist than either Hegel or 
Croce. But, in order to render such a judglnent, I would have to ignore 
the fact that on historical grounds alone I have no basis for preferring one 
conception of the "science" of history over the other. Such a judgment 
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would Dlerely reflect a logically prior preference, either for the linguistic 
l1lode in which rrocqueville and Marx prefigured the historical field or for the 
ideological inlplications of their specific figurations of the historical process. 
In the hUlnan sciences, it is still a Inatter not only of expressing a preference 
for one or another \vay of conceiving the tasks of analysis but also of choosing 
an10ng contending notions of what an adequate htunan science n1ight be. 

Yet, reflection on the evolution of nineteenth-century historical sensibility 
does perrnit 111e to locate present-day historiography within a specific phase 
of the history of historical consciousness in general. M Hch of the best histori
cal reflection of the twentieth century has been concerned, like its counter~ 
part in the early nineteenth century, to overCOlne the condition of Irony into 
which historical consciousness was plunged at the end of the nineteenth 
century. In TI1Y view, this concern accounts for the popularity of present-day 
speculative philosophy of history as well as for the revival of interest in the 
work of the great historical theorists of the pre-Ironic period: Hegel, J\I!arx, 
and Nietzsche. Although contenlporary acaden1ic historiography renlains 
locked \vithin the Ironic perspective that produced the crisis of historicislll in 
the late nineteenth century, and continues to lanlent any interest in specula
tive philosophy of history on the part of nonprofessionals and professionals 
alike, historical thinking in general continues to generate systenls of "histori~ 
ology" which challenge the Ironic perspective. 

110dern historical thought attacks this Ironic perspective froln t\VO sides. It 
seeks to overC0111e its inherent skepticisnl~ which passes for scholarly caution 
and enlpiricisl11, and its TI10ral agnosticisln, vvhich passes for objectivity and 
trans ideological neutrality. In the work of writers and thinkers as different as 
Malraux, Yeats, Joyce, Spengler, 'roynbee, Wells, Jaspers, Heidegger, Sartre, 
Benjamin, Foucault, Lukacs, and a host of others, contelnporary historical 
thinking sets alongside the Irony of professional historiography, and as pos
sible alternatives to it, conceptions of the historical process which are cast in 
the l1lades of Metaphor, JVIetonynlY, and Synecdoche, each with its own 
stra tegies of explanation and each with an ideological ilnplica tion that is 
unique to it. When it is a Blatter of choosing anl0ng these alternative visions 
of history, the only grounds for preferring one over another are 1iloral or 
clesthetic ones. 

1'he late R. G. Collingwood was fond of saying that the kind of history 
one wrote, or the way one thought about history, was ultinlately a function 
of the kind of lnan one was. But the reverse is also the case. Placed before 
the alternative visions that history's interpreters offer for our consideration, 
and without any apodictically provided theoretical grounds for preferring one 
over another, we are driven back to llloral and aesthetic reasons for the 
choice of one vision over another as the more "realistic." The aged Kant was 
righ t, in short; we are free to conceive '~history" as we please, j llst as we are 
free to Inake of it ",hat we will. And, if we wish to transcend the agnosticism 
which an Ironic perspective on history, passing as the sale possible ureaIism" 
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and "objectivity" to which we can aspire in historical studies, foists upon us, 
we have only to reject this Ironic perspective and to \vill to view history 
from another, anti-Ironic perspective. 

Such a recolunlendation, conling at the end of a work which professes to 
be value neutral and purely Formalist in its own reflections upon historical 
thinking in its classic age, may appear inconsistent with the intrinsic Irony 
of its own characterization of the history of historical consciousness. I do not 
deny that the Forlnalisnl of n-lY approach to the history of historical thought 
itself reflects the Ironic condition from within which most of modern aca
denlic historiography is generated. But I nlaintain that the recognition of 
this Ironic perspective provides the grounds for a transcendence of it. If it 
can be shown that Irony is only one of a number of possible perspectives on 
history, each of which has its own good reasons for existence on a poetic 
and nloral level of awareness, the Ironic attitude will have begun to be 
deprived of its status as the necessary perspective from which to view the 
historical process. Historians and philosophers of history V\Till then be freed to 
conceptualize history, to perceive its contents, and to construct narrative 
accounts of its processes in \vhatever 1110dality of consciousness is most con
sistent with their own moral and aesthetic aspirations. And historical con
sciousness will stand open to the re-establishlnent of its links with the great 
poetic, scientific, and philosophical concerns which inspired the classic practi
tioners and theorists of its golden age in the nineteenth century. 
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