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Historiography Venice Stream 
Ranke and the Idea of Empiricist History

· Venice Stream students’ experience of this chronology; a post-modern reading experience? Another way to reflect on the category of `experience’ as used by historians?

· The lecture given to Modern Stream students on module website; this adapted to make specific links between Enlightenment history and Rankean history; to suggest that understanding late 18C/early 19C Romanticism is helpful for placing Ranke in a historiographical context: the turn to the past (to medieval and early modern history) by German historians and the wider culture in the making of `Germany’ and `German-ness’

· Also an emphasis here on the European and trans-Atlantic uses of Rankean history in 19C and 20C


I shall approach all these topics, key terms and developments in historical thinking, through the life, career, and writing of Leopold von Ranke.  An ardent US  admirer once said that `No purer and more exalted spirit than … [his] ever adorned the scholarship of a nation’.  He was, and sometimes still is, called the father of `scientific history’.  What `scientific history’ is, why paternity is attributed to him, and all the problems these labels present us with, I shall explore in this lecture.  In fact, language and labels are a pretty big problem in understanding and interpreting Von Ranke.  This famous phrase of his – this resounding statement of what history is and what historians do – is subject to multiple interpretations and translations.  There’s a minor academic industry built around the question of how wie es eigentlich gewesen ist should be translated, as some of you will surely already have discovered.  
As I start to put Von Ranke in his context, I should point up a contrast between eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Germany and Britain.  In Britain history was most usually written by gentlemen scholars, sometimes (particularly if they were Scots) attached to a university, but more often by independent legal or medical men. They wrote for a market.  They could make money out of the sale of their history books.  The book-trade was well established; communications across the British Isles were good compared with the rest of Europe.  History-writing was a commercial activity, and there was an economic infrastructure to support it.  This was not the case in Germany – which in fact, did not exist, as unification had not yet taken place.  When contemporaries referred to `Germany’ they referred to an idea, or to a collection of independent neighbouring states, or to a geographical region, not to a country.  Moreover, most German historians were attached to a university. They did not write for a reading public; they wrote for each other, as academic historians.  Their writing was strongly inflected by the situation that produced it, that is, much of it originated in lecture courses put on for students.  It involved the survey of other historians’ work, or descriptions of secondary sources; – far less opportunity here than there was in Britain for history to become `popular’ reading.


The market for history (or lack of it) and the state of the publishing trade in the German states, is one context for understanding Von Ranke and his work.  The other is Enlightenment historiography.  Or just Enlightenment per se.  Aufklaerung is the German term for Enlightenment.  In the German Aufklaerung, religion played an important role. This was rather unlike the situation in France and Britain.  German historians and philosophers, whether Lutheran or Pietist or Catholic, were Christians who believed that their ideas about Enlightened social order were compatible with their faith.  Religion could promote Enlightenment and the education of human kind. Spiritual freedom was a different thing from political freedom.  Spiritual freedom would come from Enlightenment. `German’ philosophers and historians did not challenge the established political order.  Rather, as George Iggers points out in A Global History of Modern Historiography, they trusted Enlightened monarchs like Frederick the Great to carry through political reform. In contrast to French thinkers for whom Reason was associated with logical thought and empirical enquiry – with the Enlightened mind - German philosophers described an Enlightened person: a human personality with emotions, feelings and beliefs, as well as reason.  


This view of the human being that Enlightenment might bring into being connects to the other important context to `German’ history-writing in the period: Romanticism.  There’s no need for me to produce a definition of Romanticism here, for somewhere in your own personal archive you must have notes from Making of the Modern World.  No need; but I will: the European-wide movement in thought and culture that emphasized the individual in relation to nature, and in Germany in particular, sought out the divine element in each human being.  The divine was present by God’s grace.  It linked all people to each other, to their past, and each of them to some larger Truth.  What we need to emphasize as far as `German’ Romanticism is concerned, is the part it played in actually bringing `Germany’ into being.  It was in this geographical region of Europe that scholars, including historians, began to search out the stories, songs, and legends of `the people’.  A `German’ identity, constructed around its folk past, existed long before unification in 1871.  Many scholars  `discovered’ the nation as a key force in history.


The political context to Enlightenment and Romanticism in Germany was absence of Revolution: there was no German Revolution like the French Revolution.  Anyway, by 1815, the Revolution had been effectively defeated and attempts were made all over Europe to restore the old order. During that period of Restoration (restoration of the old order) history-writing turned against Enlightenment ideals like reason and progress.  There were changes in the way history was researched, written, and taught.  History became a  discipline, and something that `professional historians’ working in universities `did’.  History as a recognisably modern discipline first emerged in German universities; or to be more precise, in the Prussian university system.  Leopold Von Ranke is the key figure in these developments, and in the professionalization of history.  His critical use of documents became a model for historical research and writing in the nineteenth century, first in Germany and then throughout the West.  He introduced his students to the critical reading of texts and sources in a new kind of teaching situation called `the seminar’.  Young men (with money and means) travelled from North America and from other parts of Europe to attend his Berlin seminars.  He wrote and published prolifically; his books were translated into English and French; his research methods gained many adherents outside Prussia, before and after his death.  In North America and the UK he was celebrated as the historian of `the fact’; as a cool and always and objective observer of `historical truth’.   But that was a reputation more than anything else; a `Von Ranke’ re-made for the Atlantic-world educational market.  We need to look beyond that reputation, which many recent commentators say was largely manufactured .  Let’s start by reconstructing his world – the world of the late eighteenth-and early nineteenth-centuries - ; perhaps we will find that he was much more a child of his circumstances than the hero of empiricism often depicted by twentieth-century commentators.  George Iggers (before he turned to global historiography Iggers was – still is – a Ranke-expert) distinguished four influences on Ranke’s intellectual formation: 1) The Lutheran family and community in which he grew up; 2) The classical humanist education he experienced as a boy; 3) The idealistic philosophy which dominated contemporary intellectual life; 4) The politics of Restoration.

Ranke lived in Berlin for much of his working life, but he was not a Prussian by birth.  He was born in a small town in Thuringia, at that time part of the Electorate of Saxony. His hometown was allocated to Prussia – became Prussian, rather than Saxon – after the Congress of Vienna in 1815.  Since the sixteenth century each generation of Von Rankes had produced a Lutheran minister, except for Ranke’s own father, who was a lawyer. This background in the Lutheran faith was reinforced by the schools he attended. One of the ones he attended was under the patronage of the Saxon princes.  Many famous German intellectuals studied there. 

In 1814 he went to the University of Leipzig to study theology and philology (the historical study of language; the history of the meaning of words).  He abandoned theology pretty fast and concentrated on philology.  This signalled no loss of faith.  Quite the opposite.  All his life he was a firm and devout believer in God’s universal power.  He wrote: `I believe unconditionally that God dwells, lives, and is recognizable in all history’.  God was reflected in all things and all events.  The human task was to decipher God’s will in all that had happened in the past.  The idea that God has to be deciphered in the living world around us was very much part of Lutheran teaching.  It was the  historian’s particular task, Ranke once wrote, to decipher the holy hieroglyphs – marks or symbols of past times – left by God  in the archive. 

So Ranke had no formal training in history, as History as a university discipline did not yet exist. What he had was a training in philology. What did such a training consist of? The word itself means something like ‘the love of literature’; in the nineteenth century it meant the study of both the form and meaning of language.  In our modern terms, philology = linguistics and literary studies.  Philology had various branches; but important for us – because Ranke will then apply this method to historical research – was the close study of texts and their history. Philology included elements of textual criticism: the attempt to detect errors in texts; it also aimed to  reconstruct a an author's original text through analysis of variant manuscript copies. This branch of philological research came out of Biblical studies. Biblical studies and had a long tradition, dating back to the Reformation.  Scholars tried to reconstruct the original scriptures from the manuscript versions that had come down to them.  The method was then applied to secular texts.  The aim was to produce a `critical edition’: a reconstructed text accompanied by critical apparatus, that is, footnotes listing manuscript variants and all their errors.  The idea was to give scholars insight into an entire manuscript tradition and lots of fuel for argument about deviations. 

This is what Ranke knew very well how to do when he left university and started to work as a Gymnasium (secondary school) teacher at Frankfurt-am-Oder (east of Berlin). He taught classics and history. What did he do in his spare time?  He read novels.  Or rather, he read the historical novels of Sir Walter Scott.  He fell in love with Walter Scott.  Scott’s vivid literary style made the past live for Ranke.  He was a typical European reader of Scott in this way. He was particularly enthusiastic about Quentin Durward (published in 1823 and a huge international success.)  It is set in the fifteenth-century.  It is a tale of a young, poor, Scottish knight who is sent to France by his elderly uncle to arrange the old man's marriage to the young, beautiful heiress Isabelle, Countess of McCroy (Kay Kendall played her in the movie). Durward soon becomes entangled in high politics – in the rivalry between the French King Louis XI and Charles, Duke of Burgundy.  To complicate matters, Durward and Isabelle fall in love. Let’s leave aside the romance elements of this plot! Quentin Durward is set in the wider context of Louis XI's efforts to establish the French monarchy as the centralizing force in a modern nation-state.

Besides reading Scott, Ranke worked on building up the Gymnasium library, particularly its history collection.  He began to apply the philological critical method of text analysis to works of history. What he discovered was that different authors had come to completely different conclusions about particular historical periods. He was appalled at their inconsistencies and became almost obsessed with identifying mistakes. This obsession affected his love affair with Scott.  Double-checking Scott’s original sources, he realized that his favourite author was as unreliable as he was charming.  Ranke came to see Scott’s errors and those of other historians as unforgivable. But he also found inspiration in his own source criticism and comparison.  He said that by making comparisons `I convinced myself that what is historically transmitted is even more beautiful, and in any case more interesting, than romantic fiction’.  (We shall come back to his relationship to literary scholarship, and to the idea that the past itself is poetry, a bit later on.) He set out to write his Histories of the Latin and Germanic Peoples, 1494-1514 (1824) from material presented by contemporary scholars.  He built his own narrative by dismantling the history his  predecessors had told.  They had proved unreliable. Only close, comparative study of sources could produce a critical history.

The work that in appeared in 1824 did everything Ranke could have wanted. His style was immature; he used too many pretentious classical and fancy French phrasing – many critics said that - ; he later admitted that the book was not `a history’ but rather as series of `histories’ full of obsessive detailing in which the reader often lost the plot.  But his `method of research’ and the content brought him almost universal applause.  Ranke’s critical dissection of Italian historians, which he used as the basis of his work, in particular criticism of Guicciardini, whose `forgeries’ he exposed were particularly appreciated.  He asserted that `the strict presentation of the facts, no matter how conditional and unattractive they might be, is undoubtedly the supreme law’.  So, away with Guiccardini’s dramatic language and his apparent indifference to whether something reported as happening was true or invented. Anyway, Ranke continued, the presentation of isolated events was not the purpose of a historical work; History (history-writing) should seek out  `the development of the unity and progression of events’. The theme of his book was the emergence of the modern state system and the balance of power between states (the reason for his earlier interest in Quentin Durward).  The work may have been immature, but it was clear to many readers what Ranke was up to.  He aimed at turning history into a rigorous `science’ practiced by professionally-trained historians. History needed to be written by specialists, but not only for other specialists, but for a wide educated public.  History must become both a scientific discipline and a source of culture.  Ranke was enthusiastic about history as `a science’ and history `as an art.’ 

The book got Ranke an appointment at the University of Berlin.  This was a brand new university founded in 1810 largely on the initiative of Wilhelm von Humboldt, who headed up the education section of the Prussian Ministry of the Interior.  Humboldt was an important philologist in his own right; – and his brother Alexander von Humboldt a famous naturalist and explorer.   This development – the founding of a new university – was part of a wider reform era in Prussia, which started after 1806 when Prussia was disastrously defeated by Napoleon.  Historians have named these developments a `revolution from above’, making comparisons with revolutions `from below’, like the French Revolution.  In Prussia most of the old political framework remained intact. The reforms themselves were promoted as a route to democracy.  Humboldt aimed to reform the Gymnasia and the Universities to provide a comprehensive intellectual and aesthetic education, the core of which was to be Bildung (personal growth and development). Humboldt believed that Bildung would lay the foundation for a society of informed and dedicated citizens, united by their appreciation of a the  past; morality and ethics would improve through celebrating this past.  Von Humboldt reorganized the entire Prussian education system and the University in Berlin became the flagship of his new vision. In contrast with the universities of the old regime whose function was to instruct, Berlin was to become a centre in which teaching was informed by research. 

Humboldt’s vision had attracted Germany’s most famous scholar. When Von Ranke arrived in Berlin in 1825, it was by far Germany’s most challenging university.  Soon it would become a model for  all universities in nineteenth-century Europe and the Americas.  Here is one of its first professors: Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (useful to know about when reading Marx) professor of philosophy.  Many other eminent scholars joined him and Von Ranke. 

A major reorientation of the human and social sciences came from Hegelian philosophy and the School of History as they developed at Berlin University.  Both held that all culture – cultural manifestations – must be understood in terms of their historical genesis. Hegel saw history as a unitary, all-embracing process leading towards greater rationality; the founders of the Berlin Historical School on the other hand, stressed the many varieties of cultural expression in history. Each culture was an expression of the will of God in a unique historical form. This belief, which enjoins the study of all civilizations in term of their own standards and values, and which refuses to apply any universal norms in assessing historical situations, has been called Historicism. Ranke’s own work was very similar in approach; he developed it further in this vibrant, articulate, centre of new historical thinking. 

 Above all Berlin gave Ranke the opportunity to play a central role in the training of historians. Most of the great German historians of the nineteenth century passed through his seminar room, where he applied the critical methods of philology to the study of history. They in turn trained their own university students, so that well into the twentieth century, the Rankean method dominated German historical scholarship. The idea of the seminar in itself was not really new, but it was Ranke who made it an integral part of the historian’s education. By 1848 all German universities had adopted it. A seminar consisted of 5-10 students who would discuss each other’s presentations, or a particular set of readings, or a series of historical documents. The main emphasis was on the critical method. 

Ranke’s Histories of Latin and Germanic Peoples had been based on a critical examination of published works.  But in Berlin he discovered copies of Venetian diplomatic documents from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries which he used in his second book, Princes and Peoples of Southern Europe. The Ottomans and the Spanish Monarchy, published in 1827.  It was a broad survey of three centuries in which he considered the economy and administration of two state systems. Then Ranke set out on a four-year research trip to pursue source materials in the Austrian and Italian archives. He was particularly interested in the reports made over three centuries by Venetian ambassadors to the courts of Europe. The Venetian and Italian research was the basis for his History of the Popes, which appeared in 1834 and 1836. As a Protestant he was not allowed to use the Vatican Archives. But he purchased a large number of original manuscripts with his own money.  Revolutionary turmoil in Italy meant many such archives were put up for sale. (They are now preserved at the University of Syracuse NY, which bought all his papers after his death.)

On his return Ranke became involved in politics. In 1831 he agreed to edit a journal called the Historisch-Politische Zeitschrift.  It was sponsored by the Prussian government. The journal is often described as reactionary, but Ranke was not an admirer of the old Prussian regime, dominated as it had been by a privileged aristocracy; he supported the bureaucratized, centralized Prussian monarchy as it was reformed in the period after 1806.  The Prussian state stood for progress in his mind; – but a progress that grew organically out of the subsoil of the past. However, Ranke’s own contributions to the journal were much more critical of liberal ideas than of conservative ideas.  He said for example, that `foreign’ political ideas were untransferable to other states and nations, having in mind the principles of the French Revolution. For him the danger of the French Revolution was not French  military expansion in the years after 1793, but the threat presented by Revolutionary ideas.  Ranke believed that every state is unique and must develop according to is own inner principles.  Radical change – revolution - marks a break with organic development.  He condemned revolutionary events in Germany in 1848-1851. (Interestingly, he was only lukewarm towards the emergence of the German state in 1871.)  In the context of his own time, he was a conservative. He never advocated the right of the individual against the state. The journal was pretty much a failure (no readership!  No Market!) and it folded in 1836.  Those who are interested in Ranke’s politics can turn to it and read two famous pieces: `The Great Powers’  and `A Dialogue on Politics. ‘

The rest of Ranke’s life was uneventful.  He worked and wrote to the very end.  He cocooned himself in the original materials of history. This photograph shows the old historian dwarfed, almost crushed, by the material embodiment of his enormous erudition. He was appointed Official Historiographer of the Prussian state (not a new position; it had been held before; but a great honour.  A Historiographer Royal!  Has Britain ever had one of those?) The new king Friedrich Wilhelm sometimes called him in for advice. He only briefly thought about leaving Berlin – in 1853 when an admirer and former student of his, King Maximilian of Bavaria, urged him to accept an offer from the University of Munich.  He retired from teaching because of poor eyesight.  The last years were spent with readers and secretaries and scribes in the hope of fulfilling his lifelong ambition of writing a universal history. 

This was a life of research and writing.  We know from students’ reports that he was a perfectly useless lecturer. `That was not lecture, but a mumble, a whispered, groaned monologue, delivered with arbitrary interruptions, of which we understood only individual words’, wrote an auditor sitting in on one of them.  Ranke believed that historians must be old.  That might be a good place to start considering his biography – his personal story - in relation to his work.  There’s little point in my doing that here, as details are so easily available.  I’ll conclude with some observations about his theories of history.  If I don’t finish, you’ll have them on-line, and you also have some notes and quotations in front of you.

To tease out Ranke’s main ideas is not an easy task because he never wrote about `theory’. He was a practicing historian, not a philosopher.  We have to reconstruct his theoretical framework from a few articles and scattered remarks in his letters, diary and autobiography. And what emerges from that exercise is a remarkable continuity in his comments on the nature of history, from the age of 21 (when he wrote a piece on Luther) to the lectures he gave shortly before his retirement.   History has had assigned to it the office of judging the past and of instructing the present to the benefit of future ages. To such high office the present work does not presume; it seeks to only show the past `wie es eigentlich gewesen’. (History of the Latin and German Peoples, 1824). This is certainly Ranke’s best remembered but also most misinterpreted comment. It has been taken by many historians as their guiding principle. Some have argued that wie es eigentlich gewesen means that the historian should only present the facts of history without any personal viewpoint at all.  The historian is the objective, neutral observer who discovers facts and writes them down objectively without colouring them. This is a view of Ranke’s `theory’ which has flourished in the English-speaking world due translation difficulties and perhaps also, an ignorance of the cultural and intellectual context in which Ranke wrote.  Others, including Georg Iggers have argued that Ranke meant that the historian should ascertain `the facts’ but was also duty bound to find the prevailing motifs of the period under discussion that give facts meaning.  The historian had a duty to sense and grasp the underlying Spirit or essence of a particular period. 
This is a really interesting question of translation. The German word eigentlich has been translated as ‘actually’ and ‘really’ by English-speaking Rankean scholars. Americans in particular flocked to Berlin, mesmerized by the new Humbolidan university reforms and, particularly the enormous social prestige of German university professors like Ranke – so unlike their own position in the US. They were fascinated by Ranke’s seminars in which historical documents were tested and checked. `Everyone here’, so an American student wrote home, `is in the most painstaking pursuit of the fact. Their ideal is a man who would cross an ocean to verify a comma’.  Another US student wrote that the investigative mind required complete self-abandonment: the researcher was a Knight of the Holy Spirit of Truth. The role of the objective historian, as these late nineteenth-century American students understood it, was that of a neutral, disinterested judge; they must never become advocates or, even worse, propagandists. This interpretation of Ranke’s phrase was to become a guiding light for the early US historical profession. Whilst those students understood the technical side of Ranke endeavour (text criticism) they perhaps did not understand the Germany ideals of education which lay behind it.   And translation again: in the German context it ‘wissenschaft’ means ‘scholarship’ or ‘learning’, not the English `study of the natural world’.  A Wissenschaft is a discipline with idealist connotations. It implies not just knowledge but self-fulfilment (Bildung); not practical knowledge but knowledge of ultimate meanings.  `Literary spiritual studies’, is another, fuller translation.  History is a literary-spiritual study, along with theology, philosophy, and literary criticism. A lot has hung on the translation of `Wissenschaft’ as `science’: for many in the English-speaking world historical study meant the adoption of the (allegedly)  empirical and neutral approach of the natural sciences. The idea of empiricist history was attached to Ranke by his many followers and admirers, during his lifetime and after his death.  It was not a practice, or a research method, or a philosophy of history that he promoted himself.

But back to the famous phrase.  Did Ranke mean `actually’ or `really’? I am assured by Claudia Stein, who gave this lecture last year, that the best translation of the term is ‘essentially’. So we may have to go deeper into the tradition of idealistic philosophy that  dominated German culture well into the twentieth century. This tradition was Historicism: a core insistence that human beings can only be understood in  terms of their history. `History is humanity’s awareness of itself, its self-consciousness’, said a later German historian.
Ranke’s intellectual adversary at the university of Berlin was the philosopher Hegel.  Hegel’s philosophy held that all history developed towards a final goal, which he defined as rationality.  Ranke agreed that philosophy reminds us of the claim of the Supreme Idea. But History, on the other hand, reminds us of the conditions of existence. So Ranke rejected the Hegelian idea of a total history developing towards a universal goal; rather he advocated that history is always about the particular event, and the individual story. History’s task is not to understand the universal meaning of a situation but its uniqueness; to provide explanations of the uniqueness of societies and cultures. 

Ranke did not argue that the factual establishment of events constitutes history. The historian is not a passive observer who merely records the records of the past; rather, like but like an artist or a poet he actively recreates a past situation. Unlike the poet however, he is required to rely on empirical observation.  Ranke believed that the historian has to see behind the external events which presenting themselves to his empirical observation and understand the causal nexus of a particular period. This demands certain theoretical assumptions by the historian, if not a full-blown `theory of history’. Contrary to his reputation, Ranke reminds us that history is concerned not merely with the collection of facts but with understanding those facts. His understanding came from an intuitive grasp of historical subject matter.  Perhaps he still recommends that we do the same.
