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History and Historians (2000)

by Mark T. Gilderhus

Termed "historicism" in English, an awkward translation of the German word historismus, this approach affirmed the need for particular methodological means to fathom the meaning of the past.  Most fundamentally, it pointed to the diversity of human experience and claimed that as a consequence different peoples quite literally viewed the world differently.  To comprehend their world, scholars had to enter into their mental universes empathetically and reconstruct their pictures of reality.  Only by putting the past in context could scholars credibly explain the various forms of behavior.  Knowledge of how the historical actors thought would facilitate an understanding of how they acted.

German historicists operated out of universities and spent their time in archives working with documents . . . most of them embraced . . . the aim of writing history as it actually happened, or, to use the language of one of the foremost practitioners, wie es eigentlich gewesen.  Leopold von Ranke [1795-1886] wanted to describe historical events "as they really were."  More than anyone, he transformed history into a modern academic discipline, university-based, archive-bound, and professional insofar as the leading proponents underwent extensive postgraduate training.  The methods and techniques emanating from Germany spread elsewhere upon the continent, to Great Britain, and to the United States.  They called for extensive research in primary sources to discover the truth, for detached and unbiased judgments, and for a determination by historians to see and to experience the world as it seemed to the historical actors.

Ranke's life work staggers the imagination.  He lived ninety years and produced sixty volumes of published works.  As the inventor of modern history, he chose the emergence of the European state system after the Reformation as his great theme.  Working out of the University of Berlin for fifty years, his seminar method of instruction and his prolific scholarship made him world famous.  George Bancroft of the United States on one occasion called him "the greatest living historian."  Ranke stated his purpose in the preface to his Histories of the Latin and Germanic Nations from 1494-1514.  "History has been assigned the office of judging the past, of instructing our times for the benefit of future years.  This essay does not aspire to such high offices; it only wants to show how it had really happened—wie es eigentlich gewesen."

Ranke aspired to achieve balance and objectivity.  Though on occasion his personal commitments to monarchy, Protestantism, and the Prussian nation state perhaps colored his judgments, his biases seldom destroyed his impartiality.  Indeed, his works retain believability until the present day because of his comprehensive research and his scholarly disengagement . . . He also displayed great breadth.  At age eighty-three, he set out to compose a universal history and managed to get through the fifteenth century before his death in 1885.  For such prodigious effort and achievement, Ranke's legacy persisted into the twentieth century and profoundly shaped the professional writing of history.

Another strain of German thinking also retained an impact into the present day.  As a young man, Karl Marx [1818-1883] came under the influence of Hegel's idealism while pursuing advances studies in philosophy at the University of Berlin.  Though enamored of the dialectical construct as a logical device for describing change, Marx rejected the abstract and ethereal character of the Hegelian system.  For Marx, reality resided in the physical world and not in idealistic forms as Hegel believed.  According to Marx, Hegel's philosophy was backwards.  Throughout his life, Marx aimed at rebutting Hegel's idealism with a new system of philosophical understanding based upon dialectical materialism.  For him, it functioned as a way of comprehending the processes of historical change and establishing a basis for predictions into the future.

Marx focused attention on work, that is, the activity by which people obtained their livelihoods.  He also examined the ensuing relationships with the means of production.  Two ideas figured prominently in his thinking.  For Marx, the reality of the class struggle characterized virtually the whole of human experience.   In addition, a labor theory of value provided an essential key.  Marx distinguished between privileged elites who controlled the agencies of production and the unprivileged masses who labored in the fields and the factories.  According to him, exploitation inevitably followed, because the former always appropriated a disproportionately large share of the wealth created by the investment of the workers' labor.  For Marx, goods and commodities took on value because of the work required to make them.  Farmers and workers produced valuable things and then had the proceeds taken away from them because of the workings of inequitable class relationships.

Much of Marx's writings sought to demonstrate the validity of his claims through investigations into the operation of European capitalism.  His works also set forth predictions.  Because of the very workings of history itself, Marx promised deliverance from want and oppression through the creation of a society without classes and exploitation . . . .Change, the enduring constant, proceeded dialectically and marked the measure of advancement, bringing human beings ever closer to a more perfect future, described by Marx as a condition in which all people would share more evenly in the rewards of their work . . . .Affirming a linear and progressive view of historical development, Marx put philosophy of history in service to the cause of revolution.  As he once remarked, "the philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point, however, is to change it."

The Marxist injunction created immense divisions in the modern world over the proper understanding of politics, economics, and the role of history . . . [44-47]

QUESTIONS:

1) What are the differences between Leopold von Ranke's view of history and its purpose and Karl Marx's?

2) Contrast the treatments of Marx & Ranke in your textbook with those given by Gilderhus in these excerpts.  How are they different?  Why?















