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The influence of Martin Luther on the Idealist philos-
ophy and historical writing of Johann Gottfried Herder and
Leopold Ranke is part of a broader inquiry into the signif-
icant impact of the Protestant Reformation on the modern
Western world. Herder and Ranke, whose work in historical
research and writing spanned a period from the later eigh-
teenth century to the close of the nineteenth century,
represented an Idealist generation which sought a new meaning
in human history to replace the view of the Enlightenment.

Coming from Lutheran backgrounds and identifying closely
with Luther, Herder and Ranke moved away from traditional
theological dogma and toward the dynamie of human history.
They adapted the ma jor outlines of Luther's theology to his-
tory. Luther's dualism of the temporal and spiritual king-
doms became the real and ideal realms of history, which re-
flect the hand of God in human affairs. TLuther's view of the
organic character of human Circumstances became the dynamic
of history which moves behind the appearance of historical
events. Luther's view of faith provided a way of perceiving
the spiritual reality of history which reason alone could not

discover. Luther's vision in historical form provided a
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spiritual power to Idealist history, enabling it to shape a
new historical outlook of historicism. The Idealist stress
on ideas in history, their general view of the whole human
experience, and their contemplative approach to the past af-
ford a perspective for contemporary historians who view his-
tory as a form of thought of universal significance to all
people.

Primary sources include the English translation of the
Weimar Edition of Luther's Works, the Suphan Edition of
Herder's Works, and the Leipzig Edition of Ranke's Works.
Secondary materials include works on the influence of Luther,
and general works on the Idealist generation, the German
intellectual tradition, and biographies of Luther, Herder,
and Ranke.

An overview of Luther's theology is given in Chapter I.
Chapters II and III show how Herder and Ranke drew on Luther
to formulate a new mode of history. Chapter IV draws to-
gether the conclusions, and shows how the work of Luther,
Herder, and Ranke influenced the historical philosophy of

the foremost twentieth century Idealist, Friedrich Meinecke.
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INTRODUCTION

The concept of history as Western man has known it in
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries developed from the
effort to discover the meaning of the past and present. In-
deed, it drew on the assumption that the past was meaningful,
and that in the understanding of its purpose lay enlighten-
ment and self-knowledge.

With the exception of the Italian historical theorist,
Giambattista Vico, the eighteenth century Enlightenment,
with its prejudice against the past, lacked a fully devel-~
oped historical sense. Only when the Enlightenment gave way
to Idealism and Romanticism did the search for meaning in
the human past come into its own with a new historical out-
look. To a great extent, this was due to the work of Johann
Gottfried Herder and Leopold Ranke.

The concept of Western man as a historical being became
an integral and significant part of the Western intellectual
heritage. This revolution in thought, sometimes referred to
as historicism, went hand in hand with violent revolution
and warfare, the emergence of a commercial-industrial-tech-
nological economy, and the move from an aristocratic to a
democratic society. The loss of old moorings and the search
for new certainties made the need for history all the more

important for the Western mind.



In developing their historical faith, both Herder and
Ranke drew upon their vision of Martin Luther and the revo-
lutionary impact of his thought on the modern cultural
world. As the architects of a new historical consciousness,
their work paralleled the earlier reforming efforts of
Luther, just as it fulfilled Luther's purposes by transfer-
ring his mode of thought to the philosophy and writing of
history.

This study of the Reformation's impact on German
Idealist historiography revolves around three themes. Two
of these form the subject matter of the work, while a third
provides an underlying philosophical assumption. First, for
the most part the work is an essay in historiography, the
historical faith of German Idealism. Contemporary his-
torians owe a debt to these German masters who bequeathed to
us the modern discipline of history. They posed those fun-
damental problems regarding the meaning of the human past
which even now occupy our own thoughts. The Lutheran ori-
gins of Herder's and Ranke's philosophical-historical be-
liefs, and their expression in the writing of history are
treated in chapters two and three.

Secondly, the problem of the Reformation's impact on
later historical writing requires an identification of those
aspects of Luther's theology which had political, social,
intellectual, and cultural implications for the modern sec—

ular world. This approach must initially explore the
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difficult issue of Luther's ideological impact on the modern
mind. Relating the Luther problem to German Idealist his—
toriography strengthens the conclusion that the religious
origins of the modern world carry more significance than
traditional accounts indicate. An introductory chapter
explores this problem.

Thirdly, the treatment of this subject reflects the
view that history serves best as human self-knowledge when
approached through broad problems. The neo-idealist his-
torian regards history as a contemplation of the meaning of
the human past, and thus a form of thought of significant
value In unfolding the sources of our own outlook. If this
study shows how Luther has influenced our Western concept of
history, it brings both Luther and the Idealist historians
who stood in his shadow closer to us, and demonstrates that
the modern discipline of history, widely regarded as a sec-
ular undertaking, actually possesses a religious origin. In
a re-examination of these origins, contemporary historians
may find new directions for a discipline regrettably
eclipsed in its public and private importance.

Luther's influence on the work of Herder and Ranke is a
problem in the history of thought. As such it shares a
dilemma inherent in the study of intellectual history.

Ideas live and develop in history. Ever moving, they ad-
vance or retreat in the minds of human beings to stir them

to action. The historian must decide either to study ideas
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in their pure original form, or to examine them as they are
acted out in human events.

In this essay the ideas of Luther are studied at those
various points in the writing of Herder and Ranke where they
were taken out of their abstract theological form and re-
stated in a cultural-historical mode. This approach
reflects the judgment that the most important factor in any
historical undertaking is what men believe to be true, and
that the work of Herder and Ranke expressed their Lutheran
faith as they adapted it to history.

It may be useful to clarify two concepts, Idealism and
historicism, which are used throughout the essay. The
Idealists sought to explore that spiritual reality existing
in the ideal realm. A historicist believed history had a
dynamic of its own apart from the persons involved in it.

The introductory chapter utilizes the English trans-
lation of the Weimar Edition of Luther's works, published in
the United States. The chapter on Herder is based largely
on the Bernhard Suphan German edition of the collected works
of Herder, as well as the published remembrances of Herder's
life by his wife and family. The treatment of Ranke is
based on the Leipzig Edition of Ranke's collected works,
various editions of his major works on England, France,
Germany, and the Papacy, as well as his published letters,

diary, autobiography, and notebooks.
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CHAPTER I
LUTHER'S IMPACT ON THE MODERN WORLD

The impact of the Protestant Reformation on German
Idealist historiography, as represented by Johann Gottfried
Herder and Leopold Ranke, must begin with Martin Luther, the
towering Wittenberg Doctor of the Sacred Scriptures who
helped usher in the modern world. Contemporary students
often venerate Luther as the liberator of modern religious
thought from the chains of medieval dogma, and as the
founder of Protestantism. Indeed, most English-speaking
students look at Luther in theological terms, a consequence
of the mistaken belief that the Reformation's leading result
lies in the area of religion, the creation of the Protestant
Confessions. Surveys of Luther literature during the last
fifty years reveal an outpouring of research concentrated on
the origin and interpretation of Luther's theological views.

No corresponding emphasis on Luther's effect on the
modern secular world exists, a startling omission con-

sidering the great number of works on Luther. Harold J.

1Wilhelm Pauck, "The Historiography of the German
Reformation During the Past Twenty Years,' Church History 9
(1940):305-40; John Dillenberger, "LiteratuTe in Luther
Studies 1950-55," Church History 25 (1956):160-77; Carter
Lindberg, "Luther Reésearch in America 1945-65," Lutheran
World 13 (1966):291-302; Harold J. Grimm, "Luther Research
Since 1920," Journal of Modern History 32 (1960):105-18.
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Grimm, a historian of the Reformation, finds a need for
further research into Luther's social, political, and eco-
nomic views. Grimm calls for a biographical synthesis
showing Luther's place as a world figure.2

One notable exception to the paucity of research into
Luther's ideological prominence is the work of the American
church historian, Wilhelm Pauck. Pauck has attempted a syn-
thesis of the cultural influence of the Reformation on
modern man. Incisive and analytical, Pauck's important work
shows the alliance which developed between Protestantism and
modern institutions. Pauck concludes, however, that modern
society is basically secular in origin, and he minimizes the
true imprint of the Reformation. >

Another exceptional contribution to the significance of
Luther's thought is that of Carl G. Gustavson.4 Gustavson
claims Lutheranism bred in its adherents a collective pro~
cess of subjective introspection which appeared in a secular
sense in German Idealist philosophy, Romantic literature,
and German nationalism. With keen insight, Gustavson con-
cludes that Luther's ideas became social tools through an

intellectual process which "transferred the mode [of

2Grimm, "Luther Research Since 1920, p. 118.

3Wilhelm Pauck, The Heritage of the Reformation (1950;
reprint ed., Glencoe, New YOork: Free Press o Glencoe,
1961), p. 206.

4Carl G. Gustavson, '"German Lutheranism: A
Psychological Study,'" Journal of the History of Ideas 11
(1950):140-58. T o




thought ] from the field natural to it [religion] to one
where it was most completely alien [politics]."5 Gustavson
believes this occurred because incessant change in the
modern world forces the application of abstractions to the
material world.

Gustavson's approach to Luther is both novel and prom-
ising, particularly his identification of the process by
which the religious mechanism of faith transfers itself into
the secular world and applies itself to politics, society,
and thought. The same technique forms the basis in this
study for an analysis of Herder's and Ranke's relation to
Martin Luther.

German theologians and historians have gone further
than their English-speaking counterparts in assessing
Luther's ideological importance for modern man. Intrigued
by Luther's legacy in the German nation, the historian Ernst
Troeltsch led the effort to discover Luther's world stature.
While finding a fundamental antipathy between the
Reformation's outlook and modern civilization, Troeltsch
defined the spiritual view of modern man as protestant in
nature. He drew back, however, from a definitive judgment,
venturing a guarded opinion that the modern principle of

freedom draws on a religious source.® Troeltsch's ambiguous

5Gustavson, "German Lutheranism," p. 158.

6Ernst Troeltsch, Protestantism and Progress, trans. W.
Montgomery (1950; reprint &d., Boston: Beacon Press, 1966},
pp. 58-59, 185, 205, 207.
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view of the Reformation's heritage drew criticism from the
German church historian, Karl Holl. Holl contended that the
Reformation had yielded a rich cultural harvest of positive
contributions in many fields.?

Following the work of Troeltsch and Holl, the eminent
German theologian, Werner Elert contributed his monumental
study of Lutheranism. Elert combined theological and his-
torical viewpoints to erect a structure of Lutheranism.
Significantly, he described German culture as secularized
Lutheranism, and discussed how the mode of Luther's thought
generated German nationalism in the nineteenth century.8

Despite the contributions of Pauck, Gustavson,
Troeltsch, and Holl, there remains ample justification for a
multi-faceted examination of Luther's impact on the modern
secular world and, more specifically for this study,
Luther's influence on an important phase of historical
writing, the German Idealist historians.

Gerhard Ritter, the eminent German historian and Luther
biographer, showed the need for dealing with this aspect of
the Luther problem, as well as its complexity, when he com-

mented that:

if we should seek to calculate the significance of the
spiritual heritage of Luther as an active agent in this

7Kar1 Holl, The Cultural Significance of the

Reformation, trans. Karl and Barbara Hortz 119285 reprint
ed., New York: Meridan Books, 1959}, pp. 106-8.

8Werner Elert, Morphologie des Luthertums, 2 vols.
(Munich: C. H. Beck™sche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1958), 2:145.




process of development and ferment [of the modern

world], or to discover the ways by which ideas and

tendencies of Lutheran origin have continued to bear
influence on the many ramifications of modern culture
within Germany and far beyond its borders, and with
what success, then we shall find ourselves dealing with
highly controversial questions, toward whose serious
solutign only the very first tentative steps have been
taken.

The historian contemplating the meaning of the modern
world must look to the ideological heritage of Luther, par-
ticularly to those aspects of Luther's thought which have
political, social, and intellectual implications outside the
realm of religion. These aspects may be defined as Luther's
dualism of the temporal and spiritual realms, Luther's con-
cept of faith, Luther's vision of the secular calling,
Luther's idea of the individual, Luther's view of history,
and Luther's outlook on his own work. This framework of
Luther's thought provides the basis for an examination of
his impact on the Idealist historians.

Luther's marked distinction between the spiritual and
temporal realms emanated from his oft-repeated concept of
the two kingdoms. The invisible kingdom of God holds sway
over men's hearts through the Word of God, God's grace, and

His forgiveness. The other visible temporal kingdom on

earth, the state, rules by the sword. Ordained by God and

9Gerhard Ritter, Luther: His Life and Work, trans. John
Riches (New York: Harper and Row, 19637, p. 214.
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distinct in function, neither kingdom should interfere with
the prerogatives of the other.19

The temporal kingdom, the state, came into existence
after Adam's fall in order to restrain man's selfishness.
Luther always regarded the rise and fall of earthly kingdoms
as historical evidence of the providence of God who over—
rules in men's affairs. He rejected categorically the papal
assertion that the Holy Roman Empire originated as the gift
of Leo III to Charlemagne, who thus received his authority
to rule from the Roman Church.11

While re jecting the claims of the Roman Church, Luther
avoided the idea of popular sovereignty based on natural
law, as advocated by the Ockhamist nominalists of the later
Middle Ages. Since the state derives its origin from God
and not from the people, it is essentially authoritarian.
Luther often signified this in his writings, most explicitly
when, in the midst of the Peasants' Revolt of 1525, he de-
clared that the kingdom of this world "is nothing else than
the servant of God's wrath upon the wicked and is a real

precursor of hell and everlasting death."12 Luther called

earthly rulers God's ministers, comparing them to nets into

1OMartin Luther, Luther's Works, eds. Jaroslav Pelikan
and Herbert T. Lehmann, 55 vols- {Philadelphia and Saint
Louis: Fortress Press, Muhlenberg Press, and Concordia
Publishing House, 1955- )y 22:225; ibid., 34:164.

11

I'bid., 1:104; ibid., 44:207-11.

121pi4., 46:70.
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which God drives wrongdoers as fish are driven by
fishermen.l3

Luther's most revealing statement on the origin of the
state and the relation of spiritual and temporal authority
came in his "Address to the Christian Nobility of the German
Nation, 1520." Declaring that no difference of status
exists between priest and ruler, but only a disparity of
function, Luther defined Christendom as embracing laymen,

priests, bishops, and rulers. Luther's remark called to

mind the medieval concept of Corpus Christianum. Its true

significance rested in his denial of the superiority of the
spiritual over the temporal realm. Here Luther broke with
the Middle Ages. Since temporal government constituted a
spiritual estate, it should perform its God-given work of
punishing the wicked and protecting the good without inter~
ference. No individual, not even the pope, should escape
its authority.14

Luther could not have envisioned a world of nation-
states, each claiming supreme authority within its territory.
He remained a monarchist who valued the empire and advocated
a just rule for it. Yet, Luther's ideas were seed-beds for
the modern state. 1In distinguishing so sharply between the
functions of priest and ruler, Luther created the modern

problem of church and state. Simultaneously, by attributing

13
14

Ibid., 54:28.
Ibid., 44:126-65.
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its origin to God, Luther spiritualized the state and
created the atmosphere of reverence and obedience which all
nation-states claim from their citizens. Further, Luther
envisioned a temporal government unhampered except in those
matters of preaching and administering the sacraments which
belong rightfully to the church.

Luther's concept of church and state bears striking
semblance to the situation in nation-states since the French
Revolution. Such states welcome the activities of the
churches so long as these remain spiritual in nature, but
will not tolerate a practice of the churches which threatens
the unlimited sovereignty the state claims. In effect,
Luther promised the ruler virtual pre-eminence over the
church. In the period after the Peace of Westphalia in
1648, ending an era of religious wars, states developed
sovereignty over the weakened Roman Church and the divided
national Protestant religious bodies.15

On this point, Wilhelm Pauck concludes that by sep-
arating church and state, the Protestant reformers committed
cultural concerns wholly into the rulers' hands in the be-
lief that they would conduct these affairs on a Christian
basis. With the secularization of the political insti-
tutions, however, Luther's vision of cooperation between

religious and political authorities proved unworkable.

15Hajo Holborn, A History of Modern Germany: The
Reformation (New York™ “Alfred A. Rnopf, 19597, pp. 373-74.

B L U
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Pauck contends that:

the modern state grounded itself upon the principle of
sovereignty, i.e., the principle that the state is the
highest and ultimate authority on earth and the
self-sufficient source of all political power. . . .
The state no longer serves the glory of God [as Luther
hoped] but its own. It becomes the all consuming
Leviathan, as Hobbes called it. In connection with
modern nationalism and militarism, it demands al-
legiance as the earthly god of men.

That Luther could not have foreseen this outcome does
not obscure the fact that it proceeded from his influence.
Of this development, R. W. Murray asserts that "by breaking
this [medieval] unity Luther made possible the era of modern

nl7 The connection between the Reformation and

nations.
modern nationalism appears in an incident in which Luther,
who could not conceive of a state where political and re-
ligious functions fused under one control, advised Albert of
Brandenburg, Grand Master of the Order of Teutonic Knights,
to secularize the possessions of the order and divide its

wealth among the knights.18

In 1525, Albert dissolved the
order and its possessions became the Duchy of East Prussia
under the suzerainty of the throne of Poland. Whether

Luther influenced Albert's decision directly or not, the

16Pauck, Heritage of the Reformation, p. 180. For a
fuller discussTon Gf Luther's Concept of the relation of
prince and priest, see Lewis W. Spitz, "Luther's
Ecclesiology and His Concept of the Prince as Notbishof,"
Church History 22 (1953):113-41.

1?R. W. Murray, The Political Consequences of the
Reformation (1926; reprint ed., New York: TRussell znd
Russell, 1960), p. 55.

18

Luther, Works, 45:142.
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incident serves to illustrate the compatibility between the
Protestant protest and the rise of territorial units.

Luther's distinction between secular and spiritual af-
fairs showed also in his discussion of the place of the
ruler. Rulers should not only punish the wicked but pre-
serve order and the privileges of worship. Luther allowed
Christians to hold public office, but he made a strict dis-
tinction between the office and the person occupying it.
Luther called the officeholder a divine person because God
had ordained the office. When calling on the German no-
bility to slay the rebellious peasants in 1525, he assured
the princes that this would constitute the performance of
God's will rather than personal revenge.19 Luther contended
that a public official may rightfully do things in office
that he could not do individually. Luther argued, "The
person may be anything he pleases; but the office is right
and good nevertheless, since it does not belong to man but
to God Himself.'?? Luther admitted the ruler might become a
tyrant as history amply demonstrated. God will deal with
tyrants in his own time. Meanwhile, preachers should warn
rulers to rule wisely.21

Clearly, Luther spiritualized the functions of the

ruler, just as he did those of the state. Frequently

Yrbid., 21:23, 109; ibid., 40:284, 305-6; ibid.,
465455,

201pid., 21:277.

211bid., 13:50-51; ibid., 40:384.
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admonishing the people to obey their rulers, Luther charac-
teristically justified this by the divine origin of the of-
fice. Luther not only counseled strict obedience but also
ruled out any act of rebellion. This would constitute in-
surrection against God and thus surpass even the tyranny of
rulers in its harmful effects.22 In the charged atmosphere
of the Peasants' Revolt Luther declared that "if I served a
Turk and saw my lord in danger, I would forget my spiritual
office [as a minister] and stab and hew as long as my heart
beat. If I were slain in so doing, I should go straight to
heaven.”23

Luther's admonitions seemed to leave the people no re-
course but submission, but he added two qualifications.
First, should the ruler enforce an act contrary to God's
will, the Christian may disobey the law. To so act, even to
defend oneself, constituted non-compliance with an unlawful
act rather than rebellion.24

Second, in commanding obedience to government, Luther
excepted the spirit and soul of man. Luther defined the in-
dividual as composed of body, soul, and spirit. Only the
body is physically subject to the state. The soul consents

to this bodily subjection. The spirit directs the body to

obey the state. Otherwise, it remains free and above all

2Ibid., 5:326; ibid., 22:72-73; ibid., 46:25.

231bid., 46:81.

241pid., 47:20.
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the temporal realm. This dualism of body and spirit is
basic to Luther's metaphysic. In relation to the state, it
meant that the body submits to the temporal authority while
the spirit remains free and above the state. This explains
why Luther paid scant attention to the consequences of ty-
rannical government. A tyrant might harm the body but never
the spirit. Better a tyrant who hurts the body than a rebel
who destroys his own soul.25

Luther's concept implied a passivity on the part of the
individual toward the government. Luther claimed the true
Christian leaves the affairs of government to those who oc-
cupy public office. He explained:

For we [Christians] have been transferred to another

and higher existence, a divine and an external kingdom
where the things that belong to the world are unneces-
sary and where in Christ everyone is a lord to himself
over both the devil and the world.zg
On the basis of this attitude, Erich Kahler called Luther
the prototype of the modern German. The idea that utter
freedom coexists with utter submission became a prevailing
theme in German thought. By laying the basis for German
middle class Lutheran morality, Luther helped inhibit any

significant resistance to oppressive government.27

25
46:112,

261h1d., 21:108.

27Erich Kahler, The Germans, ed. Robert and Rita Kimber
(Princeton, New JerseVy: Princeton University Press, 1974),
pp. 182-83, 196, 210, 214, 229. For a different view of
Luther's impact on the German political tradition, compare

Ibid., 25:473; ibid., 44:92-93; ibid., 45:112; ibid.,
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Three ideas stand out in Luther's dualism of the
spiritual and temporal realms which had great significance
in the philosophy and writing of Idealist history. The most
obvious one was Luther's contention that the affairs of
state represent God's rule in human affairs. Secondly,
Luther made the state and its political offices larger than
life and a reflection of a spiritual struggle hidden behind
their appearance. Thirdly, in distinguishing so clearly be-
tween the spiritual and temporal areas, Luther divorced pol-
itics and culture from the church. At the same time his
thought made possible the transferring of spiritual concepts
to the secular realm and their application in a human way.
Herder and Rarke used this approach by applying Lutheran
spiritual ideas to the philosophy and writing of human
history.

Along with Luther's dualism of the temporal and
spiritual realms, his concept of faith formed a central
facet of his theology. Luther defined faith as the right
knowledge of heart about God which allows one to think cor-

28

rectly about God. He regarded faith as having nothing to

Leonard Krieger, The German Idea of Freedom: History of a
Political Tradition (Boston:  Beéacon Press, 19577, PpP. 5, 61.

Krieger places slight emphasis on the significance of
Luther's dualism of body and spirit. Yet, in Hajo Holborn,
"Der deutsche Idealismus in socialgeschichtslichen
Beleuchtung," Historische Zeitschrift 174 (1952):359-84.,
the German political tradition is analyzed in terms of the
German middle class and the Protestant Churches.

28

Luther, Works, 26:238.




18
do with what man does but rather with something done to man,
an action of God to change the heart and mind of man. This
kind of faith permits one to take hold of God's unseen
promises as if they were actual events taking place. Luther
frequently contrasted faith with human reason which cannot
accept such promises or grasp the reality of man's depravity
and God's mercy.29

The quantity of Luther's comments concerning faith is
not great, but as Heinrich Bornkamm, the German Luther
scholar, suggests, Luther's concept of faith undergirds his
whole theology. Reality to Luther lay in the underlying
truthfulness of man's hopelessness and God's mercy rather
than in the appearance of material events. Thus, one under-
stands the reality resting in the unseen by faith alone.30
For Luther, faith also provided the only means of grasping
the internal clarity of the Word of God. Without faith both
human events and the Word of God would remain obscure in
their meaning.31

Luther's treatment of faith was filled with impli-

cations for history. Faith was not a process of reason but

an intuitive grasp of truth. Both Herder and Ranke modeled

*9Tbid., 2:267; ibid., 22:151-53.

3OHelnchh Bornkamm, Luther's World of Thou ht, trans.
Martin H. Bertran (Saint Louis: Concordia PuBilsﬁlng House,
1958}, pp. 80-81, 92.

31Luther, Works, 33:28.
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their approach to history on this idea. Luther's contention
that reality exists in spiritual rather than material truth,
a truth unseen but understood by faith, anticipated both
Herder's and Ranke's search for the answer to history's
riddle. Further, in seeing faith as a way to grasp the in-
ternal meaning of the Word of God, Luther anticipated the
Idealists' search for the spiritual truth behind the
material appearance of history.

Closely related to Luther's concept of faith and to his
idea of the two realms of the spiritual and temporal was his
notion of the calling or vocation. Often referred to as
Luther's social ethic, he defined it as the Christian's re—
lationship to the world. To Luther, the individual
Christian combined two identities in one person. Declared
righteous in spirit, one lives above the world. Remaining
sinful in the flesh, one is subject to the kingdom of this
world. Luther took great care to define the ordinary tasks
of the worldly existence, a process William H. Lazareth has
aptly termed sacred secularity.32

Luther spoke with unique intent against the medieval
ideal of retreating from the world to achieve closeness with
God. His own experience as an Augustinian monk proved to
him the futility of this practice. Instead, Luther wanted
to impart spiritual meaning to the Christian's everyday

life. He believed that any act, no matter how

>21bid., 21:110; ibid., 44:xiii.
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. . . 3
inconsequential, serves God if done in faith. 3 Even

eating, sleeping, and working become good works if done in
an attitude of trusting God. One need not run off to a
monastery to do good, for each day fills life with spiritual
significance. Even the tools of the workman cry out to be
used in doing good to one's neighbor.34
Luther carried his idea further to identify certain di-
vinely ordained orders or social positions.35 Emperor,
king, prince, magistrate, consul, teacher, preacher, pupil,
father, mother, child, master, servant, or one's own means
of livelihood, each constituted a station in life. Luther
regarded these tasks as God's masks behind which He is hid—
den. Although God works through these positions to grant
his blessings, he conceals himself from sinful man. Only
those with faith can peer through the veil to realize that

36 Such tasks are not

God works in man's everyday tasks.
only spiritually relevant, but they become a way to serve
God. One should remain in the vocation God has granted him.
Luther condemned the Anabaptists for leading people away

from these stations in life.37

331bid., 44:24-26,

H4Tbid., 21:237; ibid., 4t:26-27, 99.

35Luthe1 sometimes used the term Beruf to signify
vocation. At other times he called tha var various orders by
the term Stand, indicating an estate.

Luther, Works, 14:114; ibid., 26:94-96; ibid.,
29:60-61; ibid., Z&r7-10.

37Ibid., 21:258.
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Luther's position on the secular calling has aroused
much comment precisely because he made the secular oc-
cupation among men a part of one's religious habit before
God. Heinrich Bornkamm contends that Luther broadened the
concept of calling to include all productive vocations,
while giving them a deep connotation of obligation and duty.
He believes Luther took the implication of deprivation out
of work, making it a joyful exercise done in the confidence
that God is pleased.38 Bornkamm concludes:

Luther's influence on the social structure resulted in

a secularization of the world. The state, the law, the

community life received their own sovereignty and were

no longer subject to ecclesiastical law. This however

implied at the same time a hallowing of the world. For

in the spirit of the Gospel it expressed the imme-

diateness to God of every calling and all work.3%
Luther's emphasis on the calling follows a pattern similar
to his position on the state. He created a dualism, placing
the tasks of everyday life in the secular realm. In the
same breath he spiritualized these works by rooting their
origin in God.

Luther's hallowing of the secular vocations influenced
Herder and Ranke in two ways. First, in conceiving of their
work as a priestly function in the service of God, both
Herder and Ranke bore directly the imprint of Luther's mark

on their personal lives and careers. Secondly, the identi-

fication of God with the everyday world gave an added

38Bornkamm, Luther's World of Thought, p. 272.
39

Ibid., pp. 271-72.
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meaning to the flow of historical events, the presence of
God in human affairs. Herder, and in particular Ranke, de-
fined and carried out the meaning of this idea for the
writing of human history.

Another basic concept of Luther which affected the
Idealists was his outlook toward the place of the individual
in the scheme of things. This came out of Luther's doctrine
of original sin. With Adam's fall man's divine nature left
him. Luther employed the strongest terms to describe man's
dead, dull, and leprous condition. Man's wretchedness pre-
cludes any inherent natural law or reason in his heart.
Luther admitted that in the temporal realm man can develop a
secular goodness. Luther called this a righteousness of the
flesh. Such power, however, can only prevent outward trans-
gression, and it is often nullified by the devil's power to
drive man to sin. 1In the end this righteousness of the
flesh proves futile and man remains a weak and miserable
creature.40

In his vile state man does not possess a will capable

of choosing between good and evil.41

In his famous exchange
with Desiderius Erasmus on the question of free will, Luther
contended that all man does happens necessarily and not be-

cause of his choice. In one of the most telling passages,

“OLuther, Works, 1:66; ibid., 13:161; ibid., 22:55;

ibid., 25:135; Tbid., 40:302.

“Irhid., 1:84-85.
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Luther declared that

the human will is placed between the two [God and

Satan] like a beast of burden. If God rides it, it

wills and goes where God wills. . . . If Satan rides

it, it wills and goes where Satan wills; nor can it
choose to run to either of the two riders or to seek
him out, but the riders themselves contend for the pos-
session and control of it.

No more dramatic words on man's utter helplessness out-
side of God came from Luther. He placed the individual in
the midst of a great invisible contest between two spiritual
forces. Man's actions are not his own but a reflection of
the immediate direction of the match between the wrestlers.
Thus, Luther argued that salvation is out of man's power.

It is a matter of choice for the sovereign God who elects.
Cut off from God, man possesses no good in himself. Only in
faith can man realize his fate. Only the righteousness im-
puted to man apart from works can bring him before God, and
man can do nothing at all to obtain this righteousness.
Luther declared that "he alone has righteousness whom God
mercifully regards as righteous . . . and whom God wills to
be considered righteous before hirn."44 He added that '"the
highest art and wisdom of Christians is not to know the Law,

[but] to ignore works and all active righteousness.”45

421hid., 33:65.

“31pid., 25:274, 372; ibid., 26:4-5.

441hid., 25:6.

451hid., 26:274.
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Two other ideas followed naturally. First, the old man
must die. The new one finds identity only in God. Luther
believed the true Christian must give up everything within
himself and claim no glory of his own. He should no longer
care for his own desires. Upon reaching this degree of
selflessness, he no longer rules his own life and his works
are no longer his but God's.46 Luther concluded that

a Christian lives not in himself, but in Christ and in

his neighbor. Otherwise he is not a Christian. He

lives in Christ through faith, [and] in his neighbor

through love. By faith he is caught up beyond himself

into God. _By love he descends beneath himself into his
neighbor.

Secondly, Luther admitted individual differences among
Christians only in that outward behavior which has nothing
to do with grace. Inwardly, where no individual merit or
glory can exist, Christians are all alike, possessing iden-~
tical consciences which must agree in matters of faith.48

Luther's view of the individual meant that outside of
grace man has no identity capable of bringing him before
God. Once in God, his identity comes from God rather than
from himself. The result makes identical consciences, a
concept which left slight room for individual expression.
The claim that Luther liberated modern thought by shattering

the universality of medieval dogma deserves comparison with

461pid., 25:136-37.

471bid., 31:371.

“81bid., 21:287.
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Luther's own assumption that if one taught a doctrine dif-
ferent from what he, Luther, had learned in faith, that per-
son had to be a hervetic. Luther's doctrine of individual
freedom meant utter submission to the faith. The in-
dividual's only identity comes in an immersion in the vast-
ness of God's grace.

In the end, Luther immersed the individual in the vast
scheme of spiritual reality and made his actions the re-
flection of a titanic spiritual struggle hidden behind the
appearance of events. Luther's individual finds his iden-
tity only in faith in God. His view of the individual had
a powerful impact on the Idealist thought of Herder and
Ranke, both of whom immersed the individuals of history in
the great movement of history's dynamic.

Closely tied in with Luther's theological viewpoint was
his interpretation of history. As the most obvious parallel
with the Idealist historians, Luther's philosophy of history
plays a prominent role in this study. Luther conceived of
history as a process, an unfolding, and a development from
one point to another. Luther cultivated the medieval concept
of history, dividing world history into four ages, with each
representing a great empire. Based on the Book of Daniel,
chapter four, of the 0ld Testament, the fall of the last
empire, Rome, foretold the end of the world. Luther often

expressed the belief that the appearance of the anti-Christ
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49 Thus,

in the person of the pope presaged the end of time.
the Reformation was occurring at the climactic point in
history.

Luther also distinguished between the appearance of
human events and their true significance. Behind everyday
happenings a great spiritual warfare between Christ and
Satan rages ceaselessly. If God builds a church, the devil
erects a chapel nearby. The worldly person sees only the
surface event and interprets it as an action of man. The
Christian, seeing historical incidents in faith, looks be-
yond and construes events in terms of the great spiritual
conflict.50

Luther never doubted Christ's ultimate victory in this
struggle. The mystery of history lay in God's ability to
snatch victory from apparent ruin. Luther noted that

God leads and governs both the godly and ungodly. When

all things already seem to be at the point of crashing

into ruin, all hope and confidence is still not to be
completely cast off. Wait, endure, and hold out! God
is still living; the angels are ruling and defending.>1

Luther spoke these statements in a theological context,
but they constitute a philosophy of history because they ad-
vance an interpretation of the meaning of man's existence.

Luther carried this idea further to make human events the

mask of God. God has covered himself with a mask so that

4%1bid., 44:207-8.

O1bid., 13:159; ibid., 26:94-95.

>libid., 6:92.
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men cannot discover him through reason, but must take hold
of him by faith. With faith man can perceive God at work in
these masks, or human events. God works in the smallest
creature of nature as well as in the rise and fall of king-
doms.52 He is everywhere and in everything. Thus, Luther
entwined theoclogy and history to make human affairs the epic
of Christ's inevitable victory over Satan.

This Christian interpretation of history left room for
great men. Luther believed extraordinary people, the
Daniels and the Hannibals, created and directed by God, con-
stitute the living law on earth. Rarely appearing in human
affairs, they save men from a bestial life. Under their
rule conditions improve, evidencing that God directs them

and grants them success.53

Luther asked, "What is the use
of great and noble wisdom and of the sincerest and best ad-
vice or opinion if these are not the thoughts which God di-
rects and to which He gives success?"54 Answering, Luther
affirmed that historical life advances only when God directs
a leader in whose hand Christ's work progresses. Such
miraclemen comprise a gift of God and their careers indicate
the hand of God in historical life.

To Luther, then, the essence of history was God's work

in men's affairs which, although veiled in mystery, can be

>21bid., 1:11, 15, 52; ibid., 26:94-95.

>3 Ibid., 13:161-64.

>%1bid., p. 165.
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seen by faith's eye. Time becomes the footstool of God.
History draws men to God. Naturally this became Luther's
standard for the writing of history. He dismissed as unim-
portant secular histories portraying mere human action.
Luther shunned the Roman historian, Livy, so prized by con-
temporary humanists of the sixteenth century, as a mere nar-
rator. True histories must point to God's work and instruct
the people to fear God and seek his counsel. Such writings
merit great honor and should be believed as if they were
scripture.55 Luther concluded that

histories are nothing else than a demonstration, recol-

lection, and sign of divine action and judgment, how He

upholds, rules, obstructs, prospers, punishes, and

h9noqs the world, apd especiallg men, each according to

his just desert, evil or good.5

While the German Idealist historians did not cultivate
the purely Christian interpretation of history which Luther
urged, the similarity between Luther's definition and con-
cept of history and the historical faith of the Idealists is
still striking. Luther's vision of history as an unfolding
drama leading up to a climax presaged the Idealists' ap-
proach to history as a process of disclosing God's purpose
for humanity. Luther's sharp distinction between the ap-
pearance of events and their spiritual significance an-

ticipated Herder's and Ranke's attempt to see the hand of

God in men's affairs. Finally, both Luther and the Idealist

2OThid., 2:236; ibid., 5:353.

>01hid., 34:277-78.
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historians approached history with faith in the ultimate
victory of God's purposes.

Lastly, Luther's concept of his teaching office and of
his ministry as a reformer of the church had a significant
influence on the Idealist historians. On several occasions
Luther testified that his criticism of the Roman Curia came
from his responsibilities as a teacher of the Scriptures
rather than from any personal desire for attention. He had
to speak out, teach the Word of God, and cry out against
wrongdoing, especially by those in high places. In Luther's
mind this constituted a public duty for which God would hold
him responsible.57

Luther never claimed that in teaching the Word of God
he spoke merely as Martin Luther. Rather, he spoke as a
Doctor of the Scriptures sworn to oppose false doctrine. To
do this allowed the Word of God to work its effect. Luther
felt God had placed him in the German nation to teach and
promote the study of the Scriptures. He hoped that through
the Gospel the Germans might rise above their reputations as
brutes and that he might be an instrument for bringing this
about. Luther rejoiced that Germany was hearing the Word of
58

God in his day as never before.

As in his teaching on government, individual freedom,

or the secular calling, Luther couched his own mission in

>71bid., 21:44; ibid., 25:472; ibid., 27:386.

>81bid., 11:77; ibid., 45:348.
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the world in terms of a great movement of God. In this re-
spect, his career had a profound effect on later generations.
Both Herder and Ranke sought in their own time to capture
the movement of God in history. Both historians relived in
their own work the reforming efforts of Martin Luther.

Another aspect of Luther's experience influenced the
Idealists. Despite his often repeated claim that his
teaching was based entirely on the objective Word of God,
Luther's internal personal struggle accounted for the di-
rection of much of his theology and ultimately for the out-
come of the Reformation. Luther's idea of going beyond
human righteousness to take hold of Christ's righteousness
implied an intuitive perception of the inner spirit.s9

Luther and the Idealists shared this inner tension and
personal struggle, along with the tendency to see the world
in terms of their state of inner being. Luther believed
that the battle which would rage over the earth would be
fought first in his own spirit. Both Herder and Ranke ex-
perienced personal struggles during which they identified
closely with Luther and drew inspiration from his example.
They developed an intuitive approach to history which in-
volved an internal grasp of historical developments.

Luther's subjective grasp of Goed's righteousness became the

>91bid., 26:4-7; ibid., 28:329; ibid., 31:155-56; ibid.
51:77.
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Jdealists' method for understanding the spiritual reality of
historical truth.60

This chapter has attempted to identify those aspects of
Luther's thought which have implications for the modern cul-
tural world. In considering the impact of Luther on the
Idealist historians, certain major conclusions stand out.
First, Luther gave human events a significance larger than
life, making them reflect a hidden spiritual struggle which
men understand only by faith. Secondly, Luther gave an or-
ganic quality to the movement of human affairs in general,
independent of the desires and actions of individuals.
Thirdly, Luther's approach to theology contributed to a type
of intuitive perception which called for finding the answers
to the questions of life and reality in faith rather than in
reason. Fourthly, Luther's efforts as a reformer provided
his followers a powerful example on which they could model
their lives and work. It fell to Herder and Ranke, as
Idealist philosophers and historians, to apply Luther's
thought in the context of history.

The discussion of the work of Herder and Ranke in the
next two chapters shows how Luther's theological concepts,

so easily applicable in cultural situations, provide the key

60Gustavson, "German Lutheranism,'" pp. 149, 152; Franz
Lau, Luther, trans. Robert H. Fischer (Philadelphia: The
Westminister Press, 1959), p. 15; Heinrich Boehmer, Road to
Reformation: Martin Luther to the Year 1521, trans. John W.
Doberstein and Theodore G. Tappert (philadelphia:
Muhlenberg Press, 1946), p. xiii.
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to a fuller understanding of this important source of modern
historiography. This search must begin with Johann

Gottfried Herder, the fountain of German Idealist history.




CHAPTER II
THE SECOND LUTHER: JOHANN GOTTFRIED HERDER

'"The power of his [Luther's] language and his spirit
combine with science." Johann Gottfried Herder

The theology of Martin Luther held the prospect of a
diverse and widespread impact on modern Western man.
Luther's thought could be easily adapted to political, cul-
tural, social, and intellectual situations. This chapter
concerns a topic under the intellectual category, the in-
fluence of Martin Luther on the thought and historical
writing of Johann Gottfried Herder.

Herder's career as a philosopher, poet, critic, and
theologian fell within the movement of German Idealism, a
philosophical trend which reacted against the empiricism and
uniformity of the Enlightenment and emphasized the infinite
variety expressed by the human mind and spirit. Herder,
along with Gotthold Lessing and Johann Winckelmann, stressed
those aspects of art, culture, and religion which were par-
ticular to nations but which expressed the humanity common
to all mankind. Herder was an important literary figure of
the Storm and Stress and Neo-classical periods of German
literature. Along with Johann Goethe and Johann Schiller,

Herder's work bridged the transition from Neo-classicism to

33
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the Romanticism of Johann Fichte, Friedrich Schleiermacher,
and August and Friedrich Schlegel.

Beyond this Herder advanced a philosophy of history
which diverted him from the Enlightenment and made him a
seminal figure in the development of historiography.
Herder's work provided an intellectual backdrop for that of
Leopold Ranke and a new generation of historians. For this
reason Herder's writings provide an appropriate subject for
inquiry into the adaptation of Luther's thought to the
writing of history in the later eighteenth century.

Reared in a pietistic Lutheran home and educated in a
Lutheran atmosphere, Herder chose the ministry as his
calling. As Herder matured his interests shifted from pure
theology to human experience. Beset by a sense of emotional
isolation, Herder immersed himself in historical studies and
embarked on a searching examination of Luther's life.

Herder came to identify closely with Luther and con-
templated the idea of becoming a second Luther who would
lead a cultural renewal of his times. Herder hoped to ac-
complish this by writing a great work on the philosophy of
history, demonstrating that God's design for humanity is re-
vealed in human history.

In his writing Herder adopted Luther's major the-
ological ideas, applying these concepts to human culture and
history. In this process Herder laid the foundation for a

new historical outlook with renewed meaning to history for
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Western man. Herder's work reveals the significance of
Luther's modes of religious thought in the development of
modern historiography.

The life [1744-1803] and work of Johann Gottfried
Herder spanned an era of turbulence and far-reaching change
in Europe. In the year of Herder's birth, the War of the
Austrian Succession raged in central Europe. Prussia under
Frederick the Great loomed as a great European power.
Commerce flourished in the German states. The German
Enlightenment had inspired a new urgency in education and
learning.

Herder's birthplace was the village of Mohrungen in
East Prussia. This region where serfdom held sway on the
great estates and Lutheranism predominated in religion
nourished Herder's early life. Devout Lutherans, Herder's
parents provided the family with regular and personal re-
ligious experiences at home and in the church. Herder's
father, a schoolmaster, sought a good education for his
bright son, Johann. In school the boy demonstrated great
intellectual promise and benefited from close ties with his
instructor in religion, Johann Gottlieb Willamovius. The

young Herder resolved to enter the Lutheran ministry.1

Maria Carolina von Herder, Erinnerungen aus dem Leben
Johann Gottfrieds von Herder, ed. Johann Georg MulTler
tstuttgart and Tibingen: J. G. Cotta'schem Buchhandlung,
1830), pp. 16-24; Johann Gottfried von Herder, Johann
Gottfried von Herder's Yet Another Philosophy of History for
the Education of Humanity, Trans. Eva Herzfeld (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1968), p. 63.
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Herder undertook theological studies at the University
of Koénigsberg. There he developed a close association with
the theologian, Johann Georg Hamann. Hamann, termed the
Magnus of the North, taught his students that faith should
be personal and that every happening had an underlying
spiritual meaning. Hamann's mystical approach to
Christianity owed more to Luther than to the stilted
Lutheran institutionalism of the eighteenth century.
Hamann's teaching inspired the young Herder who already con-
sidered himself a spokesman for God.2

At Konigsberg Herder studied briefly under Immanuel
Kant, the German philosopher whose dualism affected pro-
foundly the tone of German philosophy in the nineteenth
century. There is no strong evidence that Kant's teaching
made a deep impression on Herder. At the time Herder's at-
tention was directed toward theology. Later, when Kant
found Herder's publications unacceptable, the two men
challenged each other publicly.

Herder finished his doctorate at Kénigsberg. Armed
with powerful spiritual motives and his ministerial calling,
he accepted an appointment as instructor in religion at the

Cathedral School in Riga. There his keen intellectual

2Emil Gottfried von Herder, ed., Jchann Gottfried von
Herders Lebensbild, 3 vols. (Erlangen: Verlag von Theodor
Blasing, 1846; reprint ed., Hildesheim, New York: Georg
Olms Verlag, 1977), 1:45-46; Carolina Herder, Erinnerungen,
pp. 270-71; Robert T. Clark, Herder: His Life and ThoushF
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1955}, pp. -50.
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interests broadened. He studied history, philosophy, phi-
lology, poetry, criticism of art, and the natural sciences.
His human interests enlivened the sermons he preached regu-
larly in the cathedral. Going beyond the orthodox theology
learned in his younger days, Herder delivered practical
messages applicable to the experiences of living and de-
signed to show the way to happiness on earth.3

Herder struggled to reconcile his spiritual training
with his human concerns, concluding finally that faith and
theology should join reason and science to achieve man's
happiness. Herder henceforth regarded the Scriptures as a
work written for man which should be read in a human way for
man's own benefit.4

Herder experienced a thoroughgoing re-orientation of
thought at Riga. Church leaders looked askance at his un-
conventional ideas, tagging him with the well-deserved title
of a "free thinker." Actually his concerns remained
spiritual in nature, the search for God and the meaning of
human existence. From this point on, however, Herder sought
answers to these spiritual questions in an examination of

man's experiences, that is in his history.

3Rudolf Haym, Herder nach seinem Leben und seinen

Werken, 2 vols. (BerIin: R. Gidrtners Verlag, 1880-85),
1:93-95.

QJohann Gottfried von Herder, Herders Sdmmtliche Werke,
ed. Bernhard Suphan, 18 vols. (BerlIn: Weidmannsche
gugzgazdlung, 1877-92), 10:7, 277, 284; Haym, Herder,

: ~49,
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Herder's tenure at Riga proved beneficial for his
future work. Science and learning shone before him as the
morning sun. Yet, Herder longed to go beyond the narrow
regimen of teaching to allow himself more time for research
and to broaden his influence in Germany. Herder's dis-—
content spread to his studies. He lamented that history had
relatively little to say about the original ancient civili-
zations of mankind. He loathed the general histories of
mankind which buried whole peoples in obscurity while
exalting modern times.>

Disillusioned, Herder saw history as a cursed castle
full of gods and giants, a story which concludes itself in
ruin and covers itself with a wide expanse of night. He
longed to fulfill a higher purpose for his life than the
Riga experience had yielded. Herder yearned to produce a
great work showing all that humanity had encompassed and
achieved and thereby to reveal God's order in human society
and His true purpose for mankind.6

Herder mused that such a work of history would become
theology and that only a priest of God could and should
write it, and through it educate humanity. Then, baring his
own heart's desire, Herder wondered who would dare to con-
tribute to this work his own historical outlook and thus be-

come a preacher edifying the people. He asked, almost

A it e A b st 4 s v s e s

5Carolina Herder, Erinnerungen, p. 113.

®Johann Herder, Werke, 2:112-13; ibid., 4:345; ibid.,
7:300-1. —
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self-effacingly, '"Do I know him? Was his way to education
that of my own?”7
In these comments Herder showed both his educative de-
sire to illuminate mankind's pathway and his frustration
with life at Riga. Growing more sensitive and discouraged,
he resigned his instructorship. Temporarily at loose ends,
he chose an interlude of travel, embarking in 1767 on an ex-
tended tour of France and Italy.8

On this journey Herder made entries in a journal which

he published later as his Reise journal, 1769. His comments,

sometimes rambling and disorganized, nevertheless indicated
his developing philosophy of history and anticipated the

ma jor ideas in his two later works, Yet Another Philosophy

of History, and Outlines of a Philosophy of the History of

Man.9

This journey gave Herder time and a new perspective
with which to reflect on the past and on his future plans.
Looking back on his term at Riga, he commented that life's
events often result from the direction of accident beyond
the control of man. That he had acquired a spiritual office,

come to Riga, and traveled to France and Italy were all

’1bid., 7:301.

8Ibid., 4:345; ibid., 7:300-1.

9Johann Gottfried Herder, Journal of My Travels in the

Year 1769, trans. John Francis Harrison (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1952), pp. 126-29.
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considered by Herder as largely happenstance.10 Herder
adopted this theme of fate's role in human life largely from
Luther, whose spirit he frequently called to mind in those
days. Like Luther, Herder displayed an inclination to see
the larger issues of man's earthly journey in terms of his
inner feelings. Herder shared this quality with many of the
later Romant:ics.11

Herder's emotional depression soon lifted on the trip
and his spirits soared. He dreamed of becoming a second
Luther and of using his clerical office to spread education
and freedom. Herder drew often on the inspiration of
Luther's spirit, resolving within his capabilities to dis-
cover all that pertained to the human soul and its happiness
and to collect information on human customs and practices in
all ages of time. He expressed again his intention of or-
ganizing this knowledge in a grand work of universal history
and world culture encompassing peoples from the ancient
Middle Eastern civilizations to his own age, an era he
deemed the age of science.12

This all-encompassing work might include a man from
Judea, a philosopher of Egypt, a Roman hero, and a medieval

priest, each revealing the spirit of his age and his concept

of virtue and happiness. The work would show the intrinsic

10Johann Herder, Werke, 4:345.

11
Gustavson, '"German Lutheranism," pp. 149-52.

12 johann Herder, Werke, 4:353, 362-64.
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good of each age, while preaching the virtue of the present.
It must show the grand prospect of the human race ready to
be educated. It should therefore include a book on the
function of every member of the human body and soul, a cate-
chism of duties of parents, children, rulers, citizens,
husbands, and wives, a work on the honorable exercise of
each profession, and a section on music, art, and social
life.l?

Herder insisted an optimistic theme must underlie this
multi~volume work, that the genius of enlightenment per-
meates the whole earth, and that in human history all things
possible will come to pass. The work must teach the moral
obligation that men need only be reasonable, cultured, and
virtuous as God requires. Herder anticipated that this

14 In his excitement

15

magnum opus would usher in a new age.

he exclaimed, "What a work for the entire world!"
Although never fully carried out, Herder's plans were
pregnant with the educative ideal of Luther himself. Herder
pointed, however, toward a cultural desire to know all that
pertained to man's existence and toward the education of all
humanity.16 Herder even recommended a new system of ed-

ucation, with courses of study to consist of nature, history,

L31bid., pp. 353, 364-70.

Y41hid., pp. 353, 364-65.

L1bid., p. 365.

1661ark, Herder, p. 100.
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and philosophy, the latter course to include religion. He
advised the teacher of history to do away with lists of
kings and battles and to organize lessons around great
peoples, changes, and revolutions which transmit the spirit
of culture. The instructor must show the whole condition of
humanity and the movement of nations as they swim the stream
of history.17 The pupil must see "how the stream of time
has always rolled on until it has reached our own age, the
point at which we now stand.”18

Herder conceived of the human experience as a great
current, inexoribly cascading its course in the riverbed of
time. He utilized this concept effectively in his writing,
but the ambitious scheme to reorganize education remained
out of his reach. The idea soon yielded to pressing reality.
When he returned from France and Italy, he faced a decision
on his future position. He served for a time as Court
Preacher to Wilhelm zur Lippe, moving in 1771 to a similar
position in the small German principality of Blickeburg.

In Bdckeburg Herder served as Senior Pastor for the
church of the Count von Biickeburg, later adding adminis-
trative and teaching duties in the university there. A
thirty-one year old bachelor, Herder suffered the same
lonely isolation he had known at Riga. What he lacked in

the social world, he sought in the world of ideas and in a

17Joharm Herder, Werke, 4:378-87.

81hid., p. 379.
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longing to renew the inner life of his generation in God.
Like Luther before him, Herder hungered for an understanding
which would ground his life in a new certainty. In these
spiritual struggles Herder found solace in reading and
gathering materials for his work on the philosophy of his-
tory and in an exhaustive study of Luther's works.19
During this period Herder came to terms fully with the
new intellectual world which René Descartes, Johannes Kepler,
and Isaac Newton had created. Herder now resolved to make
God's revelation harmonize with the findings of modern
science and philosophy. He found the answer in viewing the
great work of God in nature and in the realization that all
beings walk daily in the presence of God's revelation. En-
lightened men had but the duty to hear and reverence God's
work and to recognize God's image and creative power in
themselves and the world around them.20
Herder's prolific study at Bickeburg indicated his in-
tense desire, almost a compulsion, to obtain direct insight
into the past. He read as a seeker after God, exploring

every possible meaning from history.21 Herder virtually re-

created in his own soul Luther's search for righteousness

19Eugen Kdhnemann, Herder (Munich: C. H. Beck'sche
Verlagsbuchhandlung, 19177, p. 166; Carolina Herder,
Erinnerungen, p. 187; Haym, Herder, 2:708.

*OJohann Herder, Werke, 6:197-98, 258, 275.

“lPriedrich Meinecke, Historism: The Rise of a New
Historical Outlook, trans. J. E. Anderson (New York:
Herder and Herder, 1972), p. 304.
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before God, directing his immense intellectual energies,
however, to lighting a new pathway for humanity on earth.
Herder had always prized Luther's literary and lin-
guistic qualities, but in his emotional crisis at Blckeburg
he identified with Luther the man. Herder proposed marriage
to Maria Carolina, whom he had been courting for months.
Noting the difference in their ages, Herder cited the ex-
ample of Luther who had married in the middle of his life in
a time of great difficulty. Herder noted to his future wife
that he had been reading of Luther's personal situation with
great emotional intensity.22 Revealing his longing to be
like Luther, Herder wrote, "I have done nothing in the world
to untie the shoe laces of this great man, but I hope to do

023

SO Maria Carolina sensed Herder's desire to recapture

Luther's spirit and power in his life. She wrote:
You are Luther; that I have always said, and it makes
me happy that you are aware of it . . . even though you

do not want to acknowledge it. Always remain in your

noble virtuous yzy; you will do well and produce fruit
a hundred-fold.

Herder treasured the smallest details of Luther's life,
and after a time boasted a knowledge of Luther and a love

for the man unsurpassed by any orthodox theologian. He

2Carolina Herder, Erinnerungen, p. 233.
23

Ibid.

4Johann Gottfried Herder, Aus Herders Nachlass, ed.
Heinrich Duntzer and Ferdinand Gottfried von Herder, 3 vols.
(Frankfurt a. Main: Meidinger Sohn u. Comp., 1857; reprint
ed. Hildesheim, New York: Georg Olms Verlag, 1976), 3:407.
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hoped to measure up to the originality, strong will, and
directness possessed by Luther, and to become in fact a
second Luther whose passion would implement a cultural re-
generation.25 Herder's subsequent work in the philosophy of
history not only utilized many aspects of Luther's thought,
but it also drew impetus and inspiration from Herder's
thorough search into Luther's life and work. This attach-
ment to Luther, coupled with his passion to leave his mark
on the eighteenth century, as Luther had on the sixteenth
century, drove Herder on toward his work on the philosophy
of history.

In effusive comments on Luther during the Blickeburg
years, Herder painted two descriptive portraits of Luther,
one private and the other official. Luther the man began as
a simple unlearned monk who burned with eagerness for God's
Word and love for the people. Honest, clearheaded, the
gentlest and sincerest of men, Luther resolved his inner
spiritual struggles to find perfect peace. Herder's heart
beat quickened as he recalled how Luther, when pursued by
the Reichstag, hid at Koburg, and viewing from his window
birds flying in the air, found his own inner freedom in

trusting in God.26

25Johann Herder, Werke, 18:543; Johann Herder, Aus
Herders Nachlass, 2:157; Haym, Herder, 2:494.

264aym, Herder, 2:207.
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In the official portrait, Herder pictured Doctor Martin
Luther, with a powerful, spirit-filled face, a deep calm
look in the eyes, action and power in the nose, and pride
and attentiveness in the mouth. These features revealed a
man who stood against a demon-filled world. As prophet and
preacher, God's gift to the people, Luther pressed his coun-
victions, destroyed the papal hold on Europe, and with pure
unselfishness and sacrificial character, laid the foundation
for freedom of conscience.

Herder, along with other adherents of the German
Enlightenment, viewed the Reformation as a time of lib-
eration from spiritual and intellectual tyranny. Herder
went beyond this generous assessment, however, viewing
Luther's movement with unaffected acclaim. He lavished
Luther with such overflowing praise that he appeared to pro-
mote Luther as the overpowering figure of the modern age.

In other passages, however, Herder placed Luther's work in
the transcendent stream of historical change and revolution.
This apparent incongruity of Herder's simultaneous admiration
for Luther's greatness and his deterministic interpretation
of the Reformation masked a philosophical tension in

Herder's thought between human effort and historical neces-
sity. Herder never fully resolved this discrepancy. Herder

could call Luther the brave man struggling in the storms of

fate. Yet, he portrayed the Reformation as an inevitable

27 johann Herder, Werke, 7:190, 214; ibid., 8:230; ibid.,

10:9, 253; ibid., 11:27T.
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necessity of history. He thought of the direction of human
affairs in the sixteenth century as the soil without which
the tree of Reformation could never have grown. He ex-
pressed this in a general law of historical necessity, that
what happens at a certain time must happen at that time.28
Thus, the Reformation occurred in 1517 because of forces in-
herent in the dynamic of the times.

According to Herder, Luther never envisioned a far-
reaching movement and did little to inspire it except to
stand up and speak those convictions which most men had long
known to be true. Luther's passion served to implement
rather than to formulate those ideas present in the
Reformation. Herder compared the Reformation to the spring-
time when, as in the natural sphere, thousands of new plants
of liberty sprang up. The time for freedom's resurrection
had come.29 Herder noted that in this seedtime of
Reformation, Luther was 'mever more than a small blind
instrument in the hands of Providence, almost acting against
. « . [his] own will.n30

Herder almost certainly recognized that such sentiments
appeared to restrict human freedom in history. He tried to

negate this ambivalence in his historical outlook by uti-

lizing the classic Lutheran idea of attaining freedom in

281hid., 7:257, 276-77.

291pid., 5:531.

30Ibid.
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complete submission. In articles entitled, "Influence of
Two Powers in Ourselves," and "On the Character and Genius
of Humanity," he recalled the Luther-Erasmus debate on the
bondage of the will. Herder contended the deeper one goes
in knowledge and freedom, the more one feels himself bound
as a slave. He cited the example of the bird which thinks
itself free to fly. The fowler, however, does not doubt for
one moment that he will have his prey. So men are slaves. to
a higher order, God's far-reaching universe, within which
the soul can move ever closer toward God. The nearer one
gets to God, the freer one becomes.31

Herder admired Luther as one who knew true freedom in
submission to God. He asked, "When do you come, man without
selfishness and with breast of rock, second Luther, to be
able to use all means of the time and previous times, and to
be God's offer to the world?">2

The glorious prospect of resurrecting Luther's work in
human culture both inspired and humbled Herder and aroused
in him again the hope that he might realize his own destiny.
He wrote to Johann Lavater:

I feel that so much is still before me and I still have

to do so much if I, in my life should be deserving of

my destiny. To do but first to become! . . . And what

is it that I have lacked up to now in my life? Re-
ligion, great work on God's Household through centuries

31bid., 8:202, 307-8.

321hid., 7:190.
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and nations . . . that I . . . perhaps may teach my
brethren, as perhaps is my duty on the earth.33

Herder's sense of his mission, his aching desire to
make up the deficiency in his life, and his vision of a

magnum opus on God's work in human history, all flowed out

of his Lutheran spiritual experiences and his great at-
traction to Luther. Herder never intended another purely
religious reformation on the model of Luther's sixteenth
century movement. He desired instead to overcome the gulf
between Christianity and human culture and to make religion
the touchstone in the cultural world. Herder meant to ac-
complish this by taking the mode of old Lutheran thought out
of the realm of abstract theological principle and applying
it in the course of human culture and history.34

Herder's understanding, then, sprang from religiocus
origins. Indeed, a generation of German literary figures,
Gotthold Lessing, Christoph Wieland, August and Karl
Schlegel, and Friedrich Klopstock, and their German national
literature rose from the foundation of German Lutheranism.
Werner Elert commented:

The development of a German national literature in the

move from the German Enlightenment to German Idealism

is a phase in German Lutheranism. It is the history of

its secularization. It is ruled by a dynamic which
sprang from the Reformation, . . . from faith in the

33

4 . . . .
3 Martin Doerne, Die Religion in Herders Geschichts-—

philosophie (Leipzig: "Verlag von FeliX Meiner, 19277, pp.
3-4, 10, 36, 158.

Herder to Lavater, 1775, cited in Haym, Herder, 2:582.
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universal God to faith in all men. This faith con-
quered eighteenth century Germanism. This Germanism is
secularized Lutheranism. In German Idealism, however,
the climax lies in an even deeper sense. It discloses
itself where Luther disclosed himself: before the
hidden God.35
This application of the old Lutheranism in a new and
worldly way, in Herder's case, resulted in a philosophy of
history which sought God's will in the events of human his-
tory and not in the abstractions of theology. It was this

theme of the human past which Herder addressed in an essay

entitled, Yet Another Philosophy of History, 1774.

The essay grew out of those ideas which had whirled
about in Herder's mind on his journey to France and Italy.
It also sprang from his growing dissatisfaction with the
prevailing philosophy of history of the Enlightenment.
Herder had come to maturity during the full flower of the
German Enlightenment, and he admired the greatness, beauty,
and uniqueness of the eighteenth century.36 He never in-
tended to break radically with his century but only to per-

fect it. Nor did he presume in Yet Another Philosophy of

History to put forth a definitive statement of historical
philosophy. He wanted instead merely to make a series of
observations on the paths that men often take.37 Herder's

work, however, went beyond the limits of his intent. The

35Elert, Morphologie des Luthertums, 2:158.

36Johann Herder, Werke, 5:545,

371pid., 13:3.
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essay became Herder's most concise and ordered statement of
historical philosophy.

Herder sounded a polemical tone in his essay, con-
tending that historians of the Enlightenment period had made
history merely a flat plain, a series of reoccurrences re—
flecting the uniform workings of natural law. He argued
that in judging the past by the standards of the eighteenth
century, and by regarding ancient and medieval civilizations
as primitive and barbaric, the Enlightenment had overloocked
the infinite variety and cultural richness of past his-
torical epochs. Herder believed the historians of the
eighteenth century had failed to recognize the design of God
in history, and this had contributed to the growing de-

38

generacy of the time.

In Yet Another Philosophy of History, Herder proposed a

universal approach to history in which the historian should
consider the unique characteristics of each epoch in its
time and geographic location.39 This novel idea of his-
torical relativity meant that the historian might look with

beneficence on any age, exploring in colorful detail manners

38Robert R. Ergang, Herder and the Foundations of German
Nationalism (New York: Columbia UniversIty Press, 19317, p.
228; Alexander Gillies, "Herder's Approach to the Philosophy
of History," Modern Language Review 35 (1940):193-204;
Johann Herder, Werke, 5: , 506, 513; Johann Herder,
Herder's Another Philosophy of History, p. 11; Meinecke,
Historism, pp. xliv, 300. T

39Johann Herder, Werke, 5:486, 506.
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and customs which then constituted virtue and rightness. It
also obligated the historian to avoid judging the past by
the supposedly objective standards of natural law as it was
understood in the eighteenth century. 1In this way Herder
moved beyond the uniformity of natural law as the focus of
historical reality and toward the events of history them-
selves, or more precisely, the unfolding of history itself.
Herder's break with the prevailing intellectual trends
of his time carried with it the vision of a new historical
outlook. Giambattista Vico, the Italian historical theorist,
and Gottfried Leibnitz, the German philosopher, had previ-
ously suggested that the significance of history lay in the
events themselves and the direction to which they pointed.
It was Herder, however, who synthesized this view for future
historians. From his writings a diverse intellectual under-
pinning took shape. It drew the broad outline of history as
it would be written in the nineteenth century.40
Herder went on to say that while each age and nation
had its own center and purpose, no epoch or people, not even
an event or individual, could stand alone in history.
Rather, each epoch formed a link in the chain of man's
progress toward education. History had not realized its

fullest purpose in individuals. Scenes and events unique to

0
Qeorg G. Iggers, The German Conception of History:
The National Tradition of Historical Thought from Herder to

the Present (Middletown, Connecticut: Wesleyan University

Press, 1968), p. 30; Meinecke, Historism, pp- 3, 19, 21,
42-43, 300. -
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time and place happened so as to implement the plan of
Providence for the education of mankind. The virtuous deeds
of men were God's creations, tiny seeds which grew into the

noble tree of man's cultural development.41

God always
carried out His purpose in the world in natural and human
events. Herder concluded, '"Let human passions be acted out
on a human stage! let them act in accordance with their age
in every period! and, so be it with every nation and every
continent!”42
In these strokes with which Herder painted his his-
torical-philosophical portrait, he looked back to the vision
of Wittenberg. Herder's longing to grasp with his inner
being the whole of history paralleled Luther's inner
spiritual struggle with his individual standing before God.43
As Herder blended the events of history into the fulfillment
of God's plan, he, like Luther, placed history's true
meaning in the spiritual reality lying behind the material
events. Herder infused into the historical epic a mystical
quality and gave a divine meaning to the unfolding of the
human drama. In proclaiming that history moves under the
leadership of Providence, Herder made a belief in revelation

the heart of his historical philosophy.44

*1 Johann Herder, Werke, 5:486, 557-59.

“21pid., p. 520.
43Gustavson, "German Lutheranism," pp. 149, 152,
44

Haym, Herder, 1:541; Meinecke, Historism, p. 313.
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With this grand theme of God's design in human affairs,
Herder sought to view from the heights the entire picture of
man's development, realizing all the while that God alone
sees in one glance the complete unity of one or all nations,
while understanding the uniqueness of each. From God's
lofty vantage point, history became to Herder the palace of
Providence. From man's tableland, it remained a labyrinth,
an abyss in which man loses his way, unable to see and hear
it all. God's great purpose in history remains inscrutable
to man.45

In this idea of an inscrutable God in history, Herder
adopted and secularized Luther's concept of the hidden God
who masks himself behind everyday affairs. Herder's belief
that historical events concealed an imscrutable higher pur-
pose gave a new meaning to history and a new individuality
to historical epochs. Each epoch carried in it the whole of
history, the purpose of God, and at the same time, the whole
encompassed each individuality. The observer of history
must see events and ages as part of the whole, whose great-
ness lies in its appearance in every individual sequence.
The individual person in history plays a significant part
only when expressing the whole. Luther, Gustavus Adolphus,
and Peter the Great, while great men, were small instruments

of God's purposes. Men constitute mere letters, nations and

4SJohann Herder, Werke, 5:505, 560-61.




55

centuries were only syllables as the finger of God wrote His
universal history.46

Herder placed the individual historically in the same
position Luther had put him spiritually, that is as help-
less apart from the greater forces which swirled about him
relentlessly. For Herder, the true actors on history's
stage were not persons, but the great collective forces
through which the design of Providence worked its ultimate
will.

Herder felt a sense of awe and humility as he con-
templated these sublime thoughts. He asked:

Who am I, that I should pass judgment, just because 1

have passed through the great hall and have caught a

faint, shimmering glimpse of a small corner of the

great covered painting? . . . What can I say about the
great book of God which passes across world and time,
in which I am merely one letter of the alphabet, barely

able to discern three other letters around me. .

Man is nothing more than an individual instrument in

the Plan of an inscrutable Providence.

In the end, as Herder viewed the historical labyrinth,
he fell back on faith. Drawing again on the old Lutheran
outlook, Herder surrendered to history, accepting it in the
belief that in all its devastation and misery, grandeur and
victory, its ultimate purpose would prove beneficial to the
human race. He quoted from the Scriptures a revealing pas-

sage: '"Now we see through a glass darkly, but then face to

face. Now I know in part, but then I shall know even as I

“®1pid., pp. 531, 581, 584.

471bid., p. 584.
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am known."48 Herder's search in history led him to the same
point where Luther's journey had ended, to a God hidden in
His revelation, whom man must grasp in faith and submission.

Herder's historical faith kept him from a morbid fat-~
alism. He boldly anticipated the future, whose final
purpose man cannot understand, as a time when God would show
Himself. Herder exclaimed, "What a sight! What a noble use
for human history! How encouraging it is to hope, to act,
to believe, even where one sees nothing, or not
everything.”49

Herder cherished this truth as a spiritual spring which
could water the cultural desert as men learned to appreciate
past civilizations in their proper time and place, to de-
velop a feeling for common humanity, and to discern God's
divine plan and purpose above human existence. A work which
could lead men to do so would be history of humanity in its
loftiest form.50

Herder wondered how anyone could wander among the

virtuous deeds of men "without being seized by a trembling

anticipation of a better future or without blessing his

Maker in the stillness of morning, noon, and night.”Sl With
“81 cor. 13:12.
49

Johann Herder, Werke, 5:513.

O1pid., p. 567.

>l1bid., p. 580.
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characteristic yearning, he exclaimed, "What a picture, if I
could only paint it, as it had really been.”52
As Herder searched for a renewal of Luther's spirit in
his own generation, he unwittingly augured a new idealistic
historical outlook. Herder's blending of historical ele-
ments into God's plan for humanity, his identification of
the organic character of history, and his emphasis on the
individuality of historical phenomena anticipated the German
historicists who drew on his inspiration. They, too, would
seek the spiritual meaning of history beyond the visible
events. Specifically, when Herder sought to paint the his-
torical portrait as it had really been, he presaged Leopold

Ranke's famous and similar saying.S

Yet Another Philosophy of History began as a pamphlet

against the eighteenth century and ended as an historical
and philosophical confession of faith containing the crux of
Herder's thought and the essence of historicism. It raised
history from being an object of knowledge, as the

Enlightenment saw it, to the level of religious faith in the
54

divine plan in action.

Despite the sweeping implications of the ideas in Yet

—

Another Philosophy of History, Herder confined the

>21bid., p. 486.

53Ibid.; Johann Herder, Herder's Another Philosophy of

History, p. 135.

54Haym, Herder, 1:541.
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application of his thoughts to the historical experience of
the European nations, intending a more universal gener-
alization in a broader work which he ambitiously viewed as
the definitive philosophy of the history of man.55

For years Herder had collected materials for this great
work. Before he brought them together for publication, he
moved to Weimar in 1776 as Superintendent and Consistory
Councillor. Herder obtained this position largely through
the influence of Johann Goethe, whom he had met first in
1770. Herder's brillance had influenced Goethe profoundly.
Herder's association with Goethe at Weimar after 1776 in
turn stimulated him to draw together his observations on the
philosophy of history in a work which he published during
the years 1784-1791.

This work grew out of Herder's lifelong search for a
philosophy or science of the history of man to explain man's
destiny. Through years of prolific reading in philosophy,
morals, physics, natural history, and above all, religion,

Herder's search had intensified.56

Yet, Herder found in his
studies merely a sordid, disjointed historical record, re-
vealing a labyrinth of human fancies, a maze through which
men apparently wandered endlessly without purpose. The

simple chronicles of the past showed only calamity upon

calamity, scarring a desolate earth. Vice, cruelty, folly,

55Johann Herder, Werke, 13:3,

>b1bid., pp. 6-7.
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and wars seemed to dominate man's paradoxical existence,
spinning a spider's web of contradictions, and leaving man
to a melancholy fate.s?
Herder's idealism would not permit him to be satisfied
with such a record of mankind's existence. Instead, Herder
advocated the development of a philosophy of history which
would discern patterns common to the whole of human history
and which might be used to anticipate the future direction
of man's journey. Such a philosophy of history, Herder con-
tended, would reveal the focus of man's search and wandering
and the central point in the labyrinth of human action. In
so doing, it would reveal what the human species is in the
whole, what man's destiny is on earth, and for what purpose

58 Herder aimed at a solution

his life exists on the earth.
to the crucial question of human life.

To accomplish this task, Herder addressed the universal
history of man, which he termed the philosophy of man's his-
tory. Far from being a descriptive narrative, Herder's work
resembled modern cultural anthropology. It encompassed in-
formation commonly separated in modern research into spe-
cialized fields such as history, anthropology, sociology,
psychology, geography, politics, theology, languages, the
arts, and the natural sciences. Such was the breadth of

Herder's inquiry. Within these areas of inquiry, Herder

>’Ibid., pp. 309, 351-53; ibid., 14:205-9.

>81bid., 13:309, 727; ibid., 14:205.
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considered a plethora of peoples from the ancient
Mesopotamians to the Greeks, the Romans, and Medieval civi-
lizations. This ambitious undertaking paralleled Herder's
insatiable curiosity about human culture in various ages.
Yet, he modestly entitled his work, Outlines of a Philosophy

of the History of Man, feeling that he had not yet achieved

his full aim of a philosophy of history to explain the past
and predict the future. Too, Herder never actually finished
his work to his own satisfaction. 1In the end, the title
matched the character of the work.

In Qutlines, Herder studied each age and nation of
people, looking for circumstances peculiar to that period,
for limitations of time and geography, and for the inherent
character of the peoples. The book devoted to each nation a
section within which Herder arranged topics and sub-topics.
Herder described the virtues and failures of each of the
world's peoples. He defined basic history as human action
modified by time and place. To Herder, the accomplishments
of Greece or Rome were possible only within their particular
historical period. Neither civilization would have achieved
greatness under different circumstances.59

Herder recognized that this historical relativity,

which he had introduced in Yet Another Philosophy of History,

seemed to pre-determine the course of events in a particular

period. Herder partially compensated for this by dismissing

*%Ibid., 13:37-38, 273; ibid., 14:144-45, 199-200, 209
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the suggestion that God intervened directly to determine the
direction of human affairs. Such a view would detract from
God's wisdom and man's courage. Herder insisted that his-
tory is the science of what actually happens and that the
observer of history always explains any event by what ac-
tually happened.60

In defining history as human action, modified by time
and place, Herder was refining and synthesizing his previous
writings on the nature of history. Herder not only hoped to
avoid a purely theological approach to historical writing,
in which events resulted from God's direct intervention in
human affairs, but also to keep away from a basic chrono-
logical type of historical writing. Herder called this kind
of history a flower that blooms quickly and soon withers.

He had always believed that chronology was merely a be-
ginning phase in research.61

Herder hoped also to realize in Outlines what he had
previously urged, that the historian base history on events,
seeing those facets of the whole which his outlook allows.
Thus, the historian would write history as it appears to him
and as he knows it. In this way Herder identified clearly
the subjective participation of the historian's mind in the
simple arrangement of the facts of history. The historian

must go further, Herder contended, beyond the events

01bid., 14:145-46.

®11hid., 8:465.
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themselves, to observe the whole and to discern cause and
effect. One who does this moves from historian to phi-
losopher, statesman, or prophet.62 Herder had hoped to ac-
complish this transition in his own work and to '"pull this
thread over epochs and nations, so I am no more man but a
higher creator who discerns from the nations the course of
events."63

In identifying the significance of cause and effect,
Herder admired the work of the Scottish philosopher and his-
torian, David Hume. Herder thought Hume demonstrated a
spiritual connection between cause and effect, one hidden be-
hind the events and therefore not fully historical. The
historian cannot see empirically this spiritual reality but
can only presume it. Recognized philosophically, it brings
to history a philosophical romance.64

In commending Hume, Herder recalled the dualism of the
temporal and spiritual realms which undergirded Luther's
theology. Herder applied this idea to corresponding levels
of temporal and spiritual history. Temporal history meant
the individual events of the past. Spiritual history re-
ferred to the meaning and direction of events as a whole.

Hidden behind the action, and masking a divine presence,

this spiritual message cannot be understood by reason but

%2 1bid.

%3 1bid.

64114,
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only by the intuitive perception of the historian. In this
idea, Herder utilized in a historical sense Luther's re-
Jection of reason as a way to understand God and his concept
of faith as a means of grasping God's presence in everyday
affairs.

Herder also identified a philosophical method which
distinguished the thinking and approach of the Idealists.
This involved a subjective perception, an intuitive divining
of spiritual truth present in a historical development. The
Idealists owed a large debt to Luther for this way of deter-
mining perceived reality. Indeed, this may have been
Luther's most prolific contribution to the German Idealists.

Herder had long played with this approach in his mind,
contemplating the repetitious character of the accidents and
ruins of history. Herder aimed to bring to this chaos his
wit, sharp sense, and spirit of reflection. He confessed to
experiencing something akin to a magic spell, viewing devel-
opments through a window of his soul, combining and fol-
lowing the true direction of affairs.®”

For the use of this same historical style, Herder had
long admired the German historian, Justus Mdser. He
credited MSser with painting the significance of the German
spirit in all its fulness, depth, richness, and truth. Com-

paring MOser to Moses, who led the Israelites out of bondage

in Egypt and toward the promised land, Herder deplored only

©51bid., pp. 466-67.
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the realization that this Moses had no Aaron to speak for

him. Likewise, Herder commended the historian Tacitus for
his contemplations of the spirit of events, comparing his

style to a still brook which murmurs its way along, always
keeping a suitable depth.66

What Herder had long sought in history was a charac-

terization of the whole, something he called science or

system [Lehrgebiude]. To Herder, the truth and reality of

history lay in this realm. Beginning with history, the
actual events, and bringing to it an understanding of the
whole development constituted, in Herder's mind, the best
history. As he developed his ideas in Qutlines, these con-
cepts pressed in on him. 1In this work Herder had the op-
portunity to realize his vision of history.67

Herder quickly observed that history would not yield up
its secrets easily. He knew that men had often discerned no
cause or pattern in human events. When men with intel-
ligence and memory reflect on the purpose and pattern of
human existence, they must rely on philosophy to explain
man's destiny. In this way man discovers God because, in
Herder's opinion, the essence of philosophy was religion.
Religion had become the highest expression of man's humanity
by combining all his hopes into faith. In Qutlines, Herder

proposed to seek a philosophy of history where it could be

601h14., 1:185, 220.

571bid., 4:201-3.
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found, that is in his own observations, reflections, and
religious speculation concerning the history of man.68

Herder made religion central to his philosophical
journey, as his comments on God in human history clearly
showed. He deemed as superficial the observer of history
who overlooks God. Herder's God was the Lutheran God,
active in men's affairs, using men and nations to accomplish
His purposes.69 Herder showed the true purpose of his phi-
losophy when he wrote, "The God whom I seek in history must
be the same as in nature; for man is only a small part of
the whole and his history, as that of the worm, is closely

interwoven with the web he inhabits.”70

Herder sought God
as Luther had, in His revelation. For Herder, this meant
the realm of physical and human nature. It signified also
that Herder's attraction to history was rooted in his re-
ligious impulse to know God.71
Herder began his search in Outlines with nature, where
he observed a divine order, a rhythm of the universe re-
flecting God's power, goodness, and wisdom. He saw God's

presence hidden everywhere in nature, a Providence in-

scrutable in its workings. God forms, sustains, and

81bid., 13:8, 161-64.

91bid., p. 309; ibid., 14:146, 244.
7O1bid., 14:244.
71

Gillies, "Herder's Approach to the Philosophy of
History," p. 204.




66
preserves order and equilibrium through prevailing natural
laws by which he reveals himself. An omnipresent eye as-
signs a time, place, and function to all things and holds
them together.72

Herder believed in a corresponding divine order in
human affairs, which, when understood, held the key to the
labyrinth of man's existence. This divine order became the
focus of Herder's search in history. In history, he sought
to identify a series of God-ordained universal laws working
in every age. Through these comprehensive laws, God's
revelation would become clearer.73

Within the various ages and nations, Herder observed a
law which provided that '"whatever can happen among mankind
within the sphere of given circumstances of time, place, and
nation, actually happens.”?4 Herder added another law:
"what is, is; what can be will be; what is dissolvable dis-

solves."75

Thus, each age and each nation and people
carried within itself an inherent dynamic expressed in the
whole and in each individual part. Each civilization could
be appreciated within its historical context.

Herder believed that a national soul in each of the

world's peoples had spawned human culture. He made each

72
249,
73

Johann Herder, Werke, 13:7, 9-10, 32; ibid., 14:244,

Ibid., 14:249.

"41bid., p. 144.

72Ibid., p. 206.
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epoch an individual entity, but at the same time, Herder
believed each formed a stage in a larger development. As
each pursued its cycle of growth, maturity, and decay, it
passed from the scene. Another soon took its place. His~
tory moves by a repetitive, cyclical process, and from one
age to the next according to the general laws of nature.?6

Basic to Herder's thought was an idea closely akin to
Luther's view, of an all-encompassing plan, larger than life
and significant beyond the happenings of everyday human ex-
istence. Herder applied this concept in his comments on the
nations of history and also when he spoke of the universal
history of humanity.

In the case of the latter, Herder viewed the entire
spectrum of past ages. He moved on the assumption that man-
kind forms one species. Stamped with the divine mind,
mankind possesses great diversity within a marvelous uni-
formity. Herder saw a great chain of being, beginning with
God, coming down through man and ending with the smallest
particle of nature. The human part of this chain binds the
individual to all others and to the whole which, in turn,
lives in each individual. This chain possesses the stream
of history which ties the individual to family, ancestors,

and ultimately to the father of the human race. Herder

’Ibid., 13:273; ibid., 14:204; Meinecke, Historism, p.

346.
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believed the philosophy of history lay in knowing how in-
dividuals cooperate to preserve their culture and
traditions.?7

As Herder contemplated the ultimate end of human ex-
istence, he assured himself that those qualities which ele~
vate man toward God would prevail in human history. The
chain led to improvement and education. All human 1ife
exists to pursue reason, art, beauty, and freedom. Humanity
and happiness form the aim of the human species.?8

Thus, in man's history, a law of self-enlightening
reason works. History moves like a rolling snowball, and
humanity progresses through degrees of civilization. The
divine order shows again the clue to the riddle of history.
Reason and justice survive in human affairs. Herder com-
mented that only a philosophy of history which follows the
chain of improvement brings meaning to human affairs and
qualifies as a true history of man.79 Herder exclaimed:

Golden chain of improvement, you that surround the

earth and extend through all individuals to the throne
of Providence, since I perceived you and traced you in
your finest links, the feelings of father and mother,

friends, and teacher, history no longer appears to me

what it once did, a series of desolations on a scarred
earth.

77
14:39,
78

Johann Herder, Werke, 13:46-47, 255, 345-47; ibid.,

Ibid., 13:189, 350.

PIbid., p. 352; ibid., 14:217, 237, 249.

801pid., 13:353.
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Herder made this idea of the advance of humanity in
human society the basis of his whole work and the ful-
fillment of his mission as a teacher and philosopher in the

81 Herder added that men and nations

footsteps of Luther.
forge ahead as they use their willpower and God's oppor-
tunities to pursue their own good. Herder believed that
contemplating history from this viewpoint allowed men to
commune with the intelligent and just people of the ages and
to act according to God's eternal laws. Thus, men can play
their part in the great historical drama in which reason and
justice contend with irrationality and, becoming victorious,
bring order in human Society.82

In this way, Herder adapted Luther's concept of the
spiritual struggle of Christ and Satan to human history,
making the outcome of history dependent upon the dramatic
conflict between humanity and inhumanity. History reveals
its greatest lesson as men and nations express an objective
general law constant in human affairs, the law of humanity.
This law assures men that out of the conflicting maze of
revolution, shameful deeds, and human storms, the genius of
humanity blooms anew in families, generations, and

83

nations.

81Haym, Herder, 2:222-23.

82 johann Herder, Werke, 14:211-13, 233, 251-52.

831bid., 13:353.
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As with Luther, Herder expressed his belief that God is
able to bring victory out of apparent defeat. Furthermore,
Herder's inclination to see historical events in terms of a
spiritual struggle of cosmic forces approximated the
Lutheran world-view. Behind his philosophical outlook lay
his theological convictions. No boundaries of thought sep-
arated Herder the theologian from Herder the historical
philosopher.84

Through the working of God's laws, history becomes a
direct realization of the absolute, and a revelation of
God's aim and plan for man. To Herder, history was reve-
lation. He believed God had revealed His designs for man in
the history of individual nations and that the Deity in-
structs in human society and leads toward truths which bless
the human soul. History for Herder had a basis outside of
human reason. He insisted that man abstracts from action,
forms truth, and experiences beauty and harmony. Men should
listen to history as a revelation.85

Herder's faith in God's revelation came from his belief
that man can know nothing unless he observes action and ef-
fect in creation and that historical events find their ful-

36

fillment in God rather than in men. Emphasizing the

84Haym, Herder, 2:194,

85Johann Herder, Werke, 10:289-90; Doerne, Die Religion
in Herders Geschichtsphilosophie, p. 10.

86Johann Herder, Werke, 14:45-46, 209.
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importance of what actually happens in history, he con-
tended, '"Fate reveals its purposes through that which
happens and how it happens, therefore the observer of his-
tory develops these purposes from what is before him and

what shows itself in its complete extent.”87

Here again,
Herder's thought touched Luther's spiritualization of human
events and his faith in God's transcendence in human affairs.
Herder also looked forward to a new historical outlook, that
of historicism, with its emphasis on knowing history as it
really happened. Herder, like the later historicists, never
advocated a mere factual, chronological narration of the
past. Herder desired, rather, to show that the events of
history reflect a spiritual meaning, the aim of Providence
for the human race.88

These concepts had tremendous implications for the de-
velopment of historical thought. If God revealed Himself in
the collective actions of men, then attention to the details
of human history became more important, even imperative.
Herder defined this idea in philosophical terms, but he was
never able to carry it out in his historical narrative.
This was left to Leopold Ranke, whose work reflected careful
attention to fact and detail, but in the conviction that
such detail would reveal God's great purposes in human

affairs.

871bid., p. 145.

881114.
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Herder's thought held the embryo of Idealist his-
toriography in all its appreciation for the color and va-
riety of human experience. He laid the basis for their be-
lief that the nation and tradition, as well as the in-
dividual within these collective forces, show forth God's
divine purpose and character. Herder said that God

lives and feels in each of his children with paternal

affection, as if it were the only creature in the world.

All his means are ends; all his ends are means to

greater ends, in which the Infinite God, while filling

everything, reveals himself.39

Herder's concept of historical philosophy meant also
that history fulfilled an important didactic purpcse. Since
man's happiness and improvement constitute links in the
chain of improvement, each individual should strive to keep

the chain intact.go

Herder prayed, "Great Father of Mankind,
what an easy yet difficult lesson have you given your family
on earth for their whole task! They should learn only
reason and justice.”91
Herder expressed a quiet assurance that men could rise
to that task. He contended that men can become what they
will to become by using God's opportunities. God had, in
effect, told man to achieve nobility and excellence by

taking advantage of the laws of nature. In this way man

could determine his own fate. Herder claimed that within

891bid., 13:350.

01piq.

Nipid., 14:233.
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the bounds of time, place, and intrinsic power, man is
capable of freely choosing either the path of reason or that

92 At other times, however, Herder compared

of destruction.
the actions of men to the rhythm of the seasons.93 Taken
together, Herder's philosophy leaves the individual in an
ambivalent position. The relation of the individual to the
whole society remained an underlying problem in Herder's
thought. The same question pervaded the writings of the
whole Romantic generation.94
In the end, Herder fell back on faith and found again
the general solution in his religious experience. He
thought of himself as part of a universal system of powers,
a being in the inconceivable harmony of God's world, and a
part of a great whole which expressed itself in each in-

dividual.95

Herder and the Idealists, like Luther before
them, longed to be immersed in something vast and eternal.
This they found in the world of ideas.

When Herder completed his work on Outlines, he ded-
icated it to the Great Being whose steps he had ventured to
trace in history. He offered the work in the conviction

that if its leaves withered, God's purpose would remain con-

stant and gradually unfold itself to earth's creatures. He

921bid., p. 210.

931bid., 13:29.

94Meinecke, Historism, p. 346.

95J0hann Herder, Werke, 13:16.
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found his work inadequate, concluding, however, that he had
demonstrated a definitive philosophy of history could be ex-
pected before the end of the age.96

Largely because of Luther's inspiration, Herder brought
the religious power of Idealism to bear in history, opening
up a consciousness of unity with an infinite power. Herder
helped to create a charged atmosphere in which history took
on a new spiritual meaning. A whole generation of German
literary figures drew their inspiration from Herder's
writings.97

For this reason, Herder's assessment of the impact of
his ideas in Qutlines proved too limited. He did not re-
alize in what ways his wide-ranging views would influence a
whole generation of Idealists. Herder's work was not
limited to a specialized concentration on history as it is
known today. His contribution remained part of the broad

philosophical movement of German Idealism. They anticipated

%Ibid., pp. 9-11.

9 Eduard Feuter, Geschichte der neueren Historiographie
(Munich and Berlin: R, Oldenbourg, 1936; reprint ed., New
York: Johnson Reprint Corporation, 1968), p. 408; Johann
Gottfried Herder, God, Some Conversations, trans. Frederick
H. Burkhardt (New York:™ Veéritas Press, 1940), pp. 58-64;
Alexander Gillies, "The Heritage of Johann Gottfried Herder,"

University of Toronto Quarterly 16 (1947):399-410; Johann
Herder, Journal of My fravels 1in the Year 1769, p. 11;
Doerne, Die Religion in Herders Geschichtsphilosophie, pPp -
1-3; Ergang, Herdér and German Nationalism, pp- 10Z2-3, 139,
234, 238. An opposing, minority view on Herder's importance
is given in G. A. Wells, Herder and After: A Stud% in the

Development of Sociolo (The Hague:  Mouton and CompaRy
19597, pp. 137-38 and Uilhelm Dobbek, Johann Gottfried

Herder (Weimar: Thuringer Volksverlag, 19507, p. 11.
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the major outlines of the literary Romanticists who fol-
lowed him. Herder left his mark on the aspiring nation-
alities of Germany and Central Europe. Within this broad
intellectual context, Herder advanced a philosophy of his-
tory, and it was his influence in the ever-rippling circles
of philosophy, artistic criticism, philology, poetry, and
prose which insured the impact of his historical philosophy.

In large part, Herder laid the foundation for German
historical philosophy by his style of characterizing whole
epochs and nations and by suggesting the historian combine
actual events with his own philosophy of their inner meaning.
Herder did more than any other individual to give the German
people their historical consciousness, and his work formed
the artistic outlines which future generations admired in
their historians.98

Standing above those historians was Leopold Ranke,
Germany's greatest historian of the nineteenth century. A
particular ideological relationship existed between the work
of Herder and that of Ranke, just as a spiritual and intel-
lectual association with Luther occupied the minds of both
historians. Herder's major ideas culminated in the work of
Ranke, who applied the concepts more closely to the nation-
state in his historical narratives. Ranke paralleled Herder
in his belief that the historian must go beneath the visible

facts of history to penetrate the inner spiritual meaning of

98clark, Herder, p. 383; Haym, Herder, 2:261-62.




76

a development. Ranke went further than Herder to use this
in his histories of the European nations.99 In a statement
strikingly similar to Ranke's own view, Herder advocated
"a history of thought, the practical bases of nations, as
they here and there rule, a history with moral sense,
written in certain proof of events and witnesses: this would
be the key to actual history."lo0

Rudolf Haym, Herder's biographer and a contemporary of
Ranke's, commented that Ranke's work could be measured on
Herder's historical-philosophical scale and that when Ranke
produced his great works, Germans found themselves re—
membering the work of Herder.lo1

Herder had begun his intellectual development in an or-
thodox Lutheran religious environment from which he absorbed
the ma jor tenets of Martin Luther. As he matured, however,
his intellectual interests shifted from abstract theology to
humanistic studies. This occurred partly because Herder was
naturally intellectually curious, and partly because of a
lingering emotional crisis which caused him to seek answers
in human affairs. In this re-orientation of thought, Herder
identified with Luther's personal situation. More im-
portantly, he adapted Luther's theology to human or secular

history.

99Joharm Herder, Herder's Another Philosophy of History,
pp. 11, 135-36. - -

100

Johann Herder, Werke, 17:321.

1OlHaym, Herder, 2:262.
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As Herder developed his philosophy of history in his
works, his Lutheran convictions swayed his intellectual out-
look. Herder's affinity for Luther's life and work stimu-
lated his desire to become a second Luther. It inspired his
mission to make Christianity the touchstone in the cultural
world and to bring renewal to his generation, just as Luther
had done in the sixteenth century. In Herder's historical
and philosophical works, by which he hoped to teach mankind
to seek God, Herder secularized the major ideas in Luther's
theology, applying these concepts to a historical mode.
Those ideas included the notion that human events have a
significance beyond their appearance, that they mask a
hidden God whose purposes are being worked out in the world,
and that man must grasp God by faith and utter submission.

As Herder applied these thoughts in the historical con-
text, he made the stream of history the mask of an in-
scrutable God who is working out His designs in human his-
tory. To Herder, history became a growing, developing pro-
cess which one must grasp by faith in and submission to its
inevitable benevolent end, the education of mankind. In
Herder, the Lutheran world-view became an historical-phi-
losophical confession of faith.

Herder realized in his own work his long held belief
that Luther's ideas constituted a revelutionary force in the
modern world. He had demonstrated how Luther's theology and

spirit could be adapted to modern thought and life. He
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urged the Germans, 'Let us use his way of thinking, his

102 To the end,

clear view, his strong, even naive truth."
Herder cultivated Gotthold Lessing's idea that the true
Lutheran wants to apply Luther's spirit to every human
situaticm.lo3

Largely because of their dynamic character, Herder's
philosophical assumptions provided the ma jor impetus toward
a mew historical outlook, that of historicism. In an era of
expanding, aggressive nation-states, this outlook sought to
understand God's design in the historical world by pointing
to those things in human history which are related to God
and to comprehend the individual's relation to the whole.lo4
The work of Ranke followed logically that of Herder, for
Ranke incorporated these ideas into the writing of history
itself.

Finally, in view of Herder's work, his use of Luther's
spirit in a philosophy of history and his influence on the
development of a new historical consciousness, modern his-
torians should recognize anew the influence that Lutheran
forms of thought have had on the origins of the discipline
of history. This treatment of Herder's work supports the
underlying assumption of this essay, that the modern world
of thought and action, its claim to sophisticated sec-
ularity notwithstanding, owes more to the dynamic religious

concepts of the Protestant Reformation than our history

generally recognizes. 1In moving to a consideration of the
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work of Leopold Ranke, we see how this aspect of modern his-

toriography unfolded in historical narrative.




CHAPTER III
UNVEILING THE HOLY HIEROGLYPHIC: LEOPOLD RANKE

"What was and is more powerful in Germany than
religious thought?" Leopold Ranke

The powerful ideological influence of Martin Luther
upon the life and thought of modern Western man was demon—
strated in the period 1750-1800, when Luther's thought was
reborn in a cultural-historical sense in a generation of
German Idealists, and particularly in the philosophy of
Johaun Gottfried Herder. Herder formulated a view of his-
tory based on God's immediacy to the historical world, and
through this idea, he influenced a new historical outlook.

If Luther's theology influenced profoundly the actual
writing of history in the era of the German Idealists, it
must be demonstrated in the work of Leopold Ranke. Ranke
was the foremost German historian of the nineteenth century
and probably the single most influential historian of the
modern era. The focus of this chapter concerns the ide-
ological impact of Luther's thought on Leopold Ranke and his
Interpretation of the history of the western nations.

Ranke is sometimes called the father of modern his-
toriography by students who suppose that he developed a
critical method in historical research based on a scientific

examination of original documents. Others have credited

80
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Ranke with developing a philosophical ideal in the study of
history. Whether maligned by English historians for his
romantic view of history, criticized by American historians
for his neglect of social and economic factors in history,
or venerated for his innovative approach to historical re-
search, Ranke's work possessed a pioneering quality. With
admirer and critic, his approach was often a starting point
for many German, English, and American historians. '

The connection of Ranke's historical writing and his

Lutheran faith, which is the topic of this chapter, is not
a new theme. It has always been obvious to his readers that
Ranke's history had a religious content. Yet, it has never
been clearly shown just how Luther's thought found ex-
pression in Ranke's handling of history, nor is it uni-
versally held that Ranke's faith led him to historical
studies. Of the two most recent biographies of Ranke,
written by Theodore von Laue and Leonard Krieger, both
identify the spiritual tone of Ranke's history. Neither
author, however, connects Ranke closely with Martin Luther,

nor do their works give much attention to the way that the

1Lord Acton, "German Schools of History," English
Historical Review 1 (1886):7-13; Charles A. Beard, "That
Noble Dream,™ American Historical Review 41 (1935):7. For a
German work critical of Ranke, "compare Hans F. Helmolt,
Leopold Rankes Leben und Wirken (Leipzig: Historia-Verlag
Paul SchraepTer, 19207, pp. 20-24. Helmolt claims Ranke

never developed a systematic philosophy, but remained es—
sentially an empiricist.
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Lutheran outlook grew into a cultural-historical body of
German Idealist thought.

Krieger expresses doubt that Ranke's faith is the key
to understanding his history. 0ddly enough, Krieger gives
more weight to a process of psychological sublimation in
which Ranke supposedly transferred his sexual desire for
women to the original historical documents!2 The work of
von Laue and Krieger belongs to a theme in Ranke research
since World War II which has attempted to rescue Ranke from
the charge that his work was merely dry factual narration,
lacking in any consistent conceptual framework.3

Such a re-evaluation of Ranke's place in historiography
i1s badly needed. Yet, it does not go far enough. Despite
these recent contributions, the comment of Peter Gay still
rings true, when he wrote, "The relevance of Ranke's re-

ligion to Ranke's history is not a new discovery; his

2Theodore von Laue, Leopold Ranke: The Formative Years
(Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 19507,
p. 11; Leonard Krieger, Ranke: The Meaning of History
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 19777, pp. 45-49,
57, 61, 67.

3Car]. Hinrichs, Ranke und die Geschichtstheologie der
Goethezeit, GOttinger Bausteine zur Geschichtswissenschaft,
vol . 19 (Géttingen: Musterschmidt Wissenschaftlicher Verlag,
1954), pp. 100-4; Rudolf Vierhaus, Ranke und die Soziale
Welt, ed. Kurt von Raumer, Neue Miinstersche Beitrage zur
Geschichtsforschung, vol. 1 (Minster: Aschendorffsche Ver-
lagsbuchhandlung, 1957), pp. 17-18, 221; Everhard Kessel,
'"Rankes Idee der Universalhistorie," Historische Zeitschrift
178, no. 1 (1954):269-308; Fritz Wagner, "Rankes Geschichts—
bild und die moderne Universalhistorie,'" Archiv fir
Kulturgeschichte 44, no. 1 (1962):1-26; Georg G. Iggers and

Practice of History (New

Konrad von Moltke, eds., Leopold von Ranke: The Theory and
YorE: Bobbs—MertrilT Company,
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readers have observed it for a century. Yet its workings
deserve still closer definition."? Identifying the intel-
lectual mechanism by which Ranke utilized Luther's theology
is the purpose of this chapter. As such it forms a part of
the inquiry into the theological and philosophical bases of
Ranke's work, a question which Klemens von Klemperer has
termed one of the truly fruitful problems of modern
historiography.5

Leopold Ranke [1795-1886] was born and reared in the
town of Wiehe, in Thuringia, Saxon Germany, the great German
middleland of Lutheran Protestantism. Luther himself came
from this area. Its people had remained staunchly
Evangelical, so much so that the region was called the "God-
seeking Lutherland.”" The two great movements of the
Lutheranism of Ranke's day, Rationalism and Pietism, sprang
from fertile minds in Saxony. Here in this atmosphere,
Leopold absorbed his earliest impressions of life.6

Leopold's paternal grandfather and great grandfather
were Lutheran ministers. His father, Gottlob Israel Ranke,
a jurist, broke this pattern. Yet, Leopold was never far

away from spiritual influences. The aura of Lutheran

4Peter Gay, Style in History (New York: Basic Books,
Inc., 1974}, p. 79. T

5Klemens von Klemperer, review of Ranke und die
Geschichtstheologie der Goethezeit, by Carl Hinrichs,
American Historical Review 80 {1955):855-56.

6Siegfried Berger, Leopold von Ranke und seine Heimat
(Merseburg: Verlag Friedrich Stellberg, 1936); pp. 17-18.
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religion pervaded the Ranke household. Pastors frequently
visited the Ranke home. Leopold's parents saw to it that
their children attended regular religious instruction and
choral singing in the church. Leopold's mother, thoughtful,
spiritual, a lover of poetry, took a special interest in him.
His grandfather lived in the household during his failing
years. Before the old man died, he gave Leopold his special
blessing. All the family hoped Leopold would follow his
grandfathers, study theology, and become a pastor.7

At the age of eleven, Leopold began attending a
cloister school for further religious instruction. Here he
was exposed to the ancient classics of history and poetry,
to which he soon became attracted. His experiences also in-
cluded a thorough reading of the German Classical and
Idealist philosophers and literary figures, including
Friedrich Klopstock, Johann Gottfried Herder, Johann Goethe,
Immanuel Kant, Johann Fichte, Wilhelm Humboldt, and Georg
Wilhelm Hegel. On occasion, a young assistant to the Rector
of the school would take the boys on long walks in the woods.
This young man possessed a sense of history. On their walks

he would tell the excited boys interesting stories of Saxon

7Leopold von Ranke, Zur eigenen Lebensgeschichte, ed.
Alfred Dove (Leipzig: VerIlag von Duncker und HumbIot,
1890), pp. 4-8; Ermentrude von Ranke, ""Leopold von Rankes
Elternhaus,' Archiv fir Kulturgeschichte 47, no. 1 (1966):
128-32.
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and Thuringian history. To Leopold, these experiences
formed a highlight of his early schooling.8

In time, Leopold went on to the University of Leipzig
where he intended to study theology. Initially, he sought
out Johann Wieland's lectures in history, but found that
Wieland gave little understanding of things in general.
Wieland talked mostly of the eighteenth century, and, ac~-
cording to Leopold, had little concept of the ancient world.
If he was disappointed in Wieland, Leopold found Karl
Tischner's lectures on church history more to his liking.
Tischner took a comprehensive viewpoint of history, and this
made Leopold feel that a whole field of knowledge had opened
up to him.9

Most of Leopold's first year at Leipzig was taken up
with theological studies, largely in outlining the books of
the Bible. While dogma was not stressed during the year,
Leopold found himself experiencing uncertainty about his
youthful beliefs. He sought understanding through reading
the Scriptures, particularly the letters of Paul. He moved
to the Psalms of David. He visualized a whole world of an-

tiquity waiting to be grasped. Leopold meditated on David's

8Leopold von Ranke, Neue Briefe, ed. Hans Herzfeld
(Hamburg: Hoffman und Campe, 19297, p. xxix; Leopold von
Ranke, Aus Werk und Nachlass, ed. Walther Peter Fuchs, 4
vols. (Munich:™ R. 0Tdenbourg Verlag, 1964-75), 3:226;
Leopold Ranke, Zur eigenen Lebensgeschichte, pp. 13-~15.

9Leopold Ranke, Zur eigenen Lebensgeschichte, pp. 27-

29.
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struggle against opposing elements, and he marvelled at how
the Psalms spoke for all those who found themselves in ex-
traordinary circumstances.10

The more Leopold thought about these matters, the fur-
ther he moved away from traditional theological studies.
Searching, seeking, and discovering, Leopold shifted away
from institutional Lutheranism toward a more mystical, sub-
jective, and introspective approach to God. He wandered to
ancient poetry and history, especially to the writings of
Thucidides, ultimately the subject of his doctoral dis-
sertation. Leopold discovered Barthold Niebuhr's Roman
History. He occupied himself with the writings of Johann

Fichte and was profoundly affected by Fichte's Address to

the German Nation. Leopold's interest in the origins of the

German language led him to Martin Luther's writings.
Leopold's attraction to the Reformer grew to profound pre-
occupation over the years.11
Leopold had been familiar with stories of the
Reformation since his childhood. He had experienced a
child's admiration for Luther since discovering Luther's

name in the title to the Holy Sceriptures. At Leipzig, how-~

ever, deeply occupied in his soul with spiritual questions,

0rpia., pp. 29-30.

11Leopold von Ranke, Sdmmtliche Werke, 52 vols.
(Leipzig: Verlag von DuncKker und Humblot, 1867-88), 52:589;
Leopold Ranke, Aus Werk und Nachlass, 3:126; Leopold Ranke,

Zur eigenen Lebensgeschichte, pp. 29-31, 59
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Leopold discovered Luther in his historical appearance on
the stage of history. He developed an intense fascination
with the way Luther had communicated his internal vision of
God's message to the people of his day.12

In 1817, during the tercentenary celebration of the be—
ginning of the Protestant Reformation, Leopold intended to
publish a biography of Luther's life in commemoration of the
event.13 Actually, Leopold lacked the means to publish such
a work, and instead turned his attention to finishing his
doctorate at the university. Leopold did preserve the notes
written in preparation for the book. Later termed the
"Luther fragment' by students of Ranke's career, these notes
provide a searching look at the influence Luther came to
possess over Leopold, the introspective mental and emotional
stress he went through at Leipzig, and the connection of
both of these elements to Ranke's developing approach to
history.

In his comments on the Reformation period in Germany,
Leopold maintained that Luther had cared nothing for making
a place in history for himself or for founding another re-
ligious communion to represent his dogma. In view of this
self-effacing quality in Luther's personality, Leopold won-

dered how the life and teaching of a rural monk like Luther

2Leopold von Ranke, Das Briefwerk, ed. Walther Peter
Fuchs (Hamburg: Hoffman und Campe VerTag, 1949), p. 583;
Leopold Ranke, Zur eigenen Lebensgeschichte, pp. 12, 59.

13Leopold Ranke, Zur eigenen Lebensgeschichte, p. 31.
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had remolded all of Europe. He pondered how Luther could be
more influential than men like the Dutch philosopher, Baruch
Spinoza, or the powerful Frederick the Great of Prussia.14

Leopold found the answer in Luther's striving for the
free life of the spirit. In an act of his inner mind, out
of his burning love for the truth, and with faith always in
sight, Luther fought through the mist until he arrived in
the light. Driven by the unending need of his own spirit,
with his moral passion gushing forth, Luther drove through
the desert of speculation, through holy concepts guarded by
armies, and through the maze of his own spirit, until he
came into harmony with himself and reached a clear re-
solution of the struggle for God in his own spirit. To
Leopold, the Reformation began in Luther's mind, but he
could not hold it there. Luther had to speak, and as he did,
the spirit of the Scriptures spoke through him.15

Leopold observed that Luther's words traveled directly
to the hearts of the people because they partook of the di-~
vine part of man's nature. As few others, Luther grasped
fully the mysterious, spiritual nature of 1ife, that is, as
an appearance within which is hidden an element to educate

man. Within words and actions, the inner hidden life of the

14Leopo]_d von Ranke, Deutsche Geschichte im Zeitalter
der Reformation, ed. Paul Joachimsen; 6 vols. TMunich: Drei

Masken Verlag, 1925), 6:318, 360.

15Leopold von Ranke, Tageblicher, ed. Walther Peter
Fuchs (Munich: R. Oldenbourg Verlag, 1964), p. 112; Lecpold
Ragke, Deutsche Geschichte im Zeitalter der Reformation,

6:337-39. T
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spirit moved forward to shake all of Europe with the message
of the Gospel.16

Significantly, Leopold identified Luther's struggle as
an inward, subjective one. Once Luther had resolved it,
events flowed out from his victorious spirit. This view of
reality and this tendency to interpret outward events in
terms of one's own soul is common not only to Luther but to
Johann Gottfried Herder and many other Idealist and Romantic
literary figures. 1In Leopold's case, it indicated a deeply
emotional and intellectual wrenching of the soul, a time of
letting go of the assumptions of youth, and the forming of
new concepts of truth. When Leopold expressed this ex-
perience in writing, he began to couch spiritual concepts in
historical terms. In this major juncture in his life, the
example of Luther provided an important impetus for this
metamorphosis of mind. By this time, Luther had become the
middle point in Ranke's spiritual life, and his inspiration
was leading Ranke into the path of history.17

Ranke concluded that all men play a double role in the
world, one real and the other ideal. Men discover the real
world all too quickly, but the ideal world remains hidden.

Truth is to be found in this ideal realm. In this way,

16Le0pold Ranke, Deutsche Geschichte im Zeitalter der
Reformation, 6:360-62. *_

7Heinrich Hauser, Leopold von Rankes protestantisches
Geschichtsbild, ed. Leonhard von Muralt, Ziricher Beitrage

zur Geschichtswissenschaft, vol. 6 (Zurich: J. Weiss Druck
und Verlag, 1950}, p. 15.
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Ranke echoed Luther's dichotomy between the temporal and
spiritual realms. In defining historical life as existing
in two realms, one real and the other ideal, Ranke sec-
ularized Luther's concept of the hidden God by identifying
a reality hidden in the ideal realm.18

Ranke restated the problem of man's grasp of the ideal
world in another way. The riddle of existence is to be si-
multaneously one and everything, that is, to develop the
certainty of individual existence while grasping the forms
of being common to all humanity. Here Leopold posed the ex-
istential dilemma which animated the whole Idealist school
of thought, that is, the philosophical question of the in-
dividual's relation to the social whole.19

As an answer to this problem, Ranke proposed that all
human knowledge depends upon subjective recognition. One
cannot loock at something and merely say that a certain thing
is absolutely so. Here God helps his people through faith.
Faith is, however, subjective. Man must have something ob-
jective on which to hold. This is furnished in the certainty
and consciousness that one exists. In one's own soul, sub-
Jective faith and objective certainty come together. Ranke

stated this another way. He contended that the highest ob-

Ject of philosophical understanding is the "IV [Ich], for in

18Leopold Ranke, Tagebiicher, p. 138,
Y rbid.
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the understanding of one's own nature is formed the pos-—
sibility of all other knowledge.20
Ranke believed that through this self-understanding,
things outside of man become one with him. Fach new rec—
ognition constitutes a discovery of self. The "All" common
to everyone travels in each individual. In turn, the whole
world mirrors that which exists in each person. The highest
aim of human effort is to remain in the thundering movement
of life. Through aspiring exertion in the wide expanse of
life, self-recognition and self-rule prosper in man. 1
This reaffirmation of the classic Idealist concept of
the unity of the individual with the whole owed its in-
spiration to Luther's contention that through faith, all
Christians receive an identical spiritual nature from God.
It also held great meaning for the writing of history. The
molding of a historian's world view was in the process of
forming. Ranke found a new sense of purpose as he worked
this out in his own mind. He spoke of an indescribable
calmness as thoughts, words, and feelings came from the

deepest part of his soul. Such knowledge in the heart spoke

to him of God's love. Thought, the only certain end of

20Leopold Ranke, Deutsche Geschichte im Zeitalter der

Reformation, 6:323; Leopold Ranke, Tageblicher, p. 142.
21

Leopold Ranke, Tageblicher, pp. 137-38.
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being, lived within him. He saw and felt God inside, and he
was satisfied to stand and live in this.22

These thoughts from Ranke's university years, part of
the notes he collected in preparation for the biography of
Luther, suggested a mind coming to grips with the world, and
a spirit seeking a place in the divine scheme of things.
Moreover, they formed the outlines of a philosophy of history
in the making. As a student scholar at Leipzig, Ranke made
some preliminary applications of his views to man's history.
He heard the many-sided voice of God's grace speaking in his
inward spirit. This voice, he noted, united the spirit of
former times with that of the present. He saw in all
nations a spiritual movement of the hidden past, expressed
through the language and culture of the whole. In this lay
an enormous treasure. Ranke believed the aim of philosophy
was to convey this knowledge, and the purpose of religion
to carry the presence of God in knowledge.23

This mingling of history, philosophy, and religion in
Ranke's mind early in his career anticipated the part each
conception would play in his later historical writings. It
signified that Ranke's approach to the past would be at once

historical, philosophical, and spiritual. In this vein,

22Leopold Ranke, Deutsche Geschichte im Zeitalter der
Reformation, 6:321. “"

23

Ibid., pp. 317, 340; Leopold Ranke, Tagebiicher, p.
135.
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Ranke commented that real greatness in history had been
shown in the examples of extraordinary individuals and in
the conflict of ideas. Ranke saw already how examples in-
dicated the divine idea at work in history. The divine idea
overpowers humanity, proving the aphorism, widely accepted
in Ranke's day, that man plans but God decides. Ranke be-—
lieved that divinity had announced itself in many ways in
human history but had carried out its purpose in individuals.
He admonished the writer of history who wished to portray a
great epoch to make the individual a type of the era in
which he lived. Presumably, Ranke would have done just this
in his biography of Luther. He employed it consistently in
his later writings.24

Ranke's youthful ideal of history partook of both phi~
losophy and poetry. It planned to search out the presence
of the infinite in the finite. It sought to understand how
the appearances of human affairs reflected the idea of the
whole of human existence. It would break this great per-
ception before the eyes and mind of all men by marrying em~
pirical detail with an idea at work in history. Such history
would embody an empirical science and identify the true

spirit of an age.25

24Leopold Ranke, Deutsche Geschichte im Zeitalter der
Reformation, 6:330-31; Teopold Ranke, Tageblcher, p. Z37-

25Leopold Ranke, Tageblicher, p. 233.
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Ranke disclosed in these powerful expressions a
striving to be immersed in the vastness of being, and an
urge to recognize in his own soul the general nature of all
things. As his student years at Leipzig came to an end,
Ranke found himself growing toward the inward certainty
which he saw in his mentor, Martin Luther. Ranke sur-
rendered in faith. He described his feelings:

Today, I undertake to put away all self-seeking and

live as a member of the ethical future spiritual world

order, so that I may be extricated from this pool of
sin and evil. I want to educate myself to a pure and
full love of things, to love the realm of nature,
beauty, and virtue.i

These were profound observations for a young man, but
their concrete realization remained unclear to Ranke. He
had not yet chosen the life and career of a historian. The
Leipzig experience for Ranke was a seedtime when ideas found
form in his mind. It was a time of transition, bridging
youth and maturity, during which Ranke refocused his search
for God away from institutional Lutheran religion and dogma
and toward philosophy and human history.

Ranke had come to see education and learning as a
process of faith and redemption. He now believed that the
cleansing and release of understanding one's own soul came
from perceiving the life of the whole human race. He

yearned for Luther's spirit and for as clear a revelation of

the development of life as Luther had experienced. In this

281pid., p. 24.
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way, the ideal, true character of man's path would rise from
the level plain of man's history, bringing a flowering of
truth from that which is apparently hidden. Ranke valued
such a gift as more priceless than gold.27

This hopeful prospect lay before Ranke as he finished
his doctorate in 1817. Fortunately, there came an in-
vitation to teach Latin and Greek in the gymnasium in
Frankfurt an dem Oder in Prussia. Ranke promptly accepted.

If Ranke's experience at Leipzig had brought an
adaptation of Lutheran spiritual ideals to his concept of
the historical world and a new awareness of spiritual re-
ality, his tenure at Frankfurt afforded the opportunity for
more systematic historical studies. He surveyed the methods
of the ancient historians, emphasizing the importance of
language as the key to a knowledge of the past. He moved to
the Middle Ages, discovering finally an intense interest in
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, a period which ulti-

mately formed the basis of his first book, History of the
28

Latin and Teutonic Nations.

7Leopold Ranke, Deutsche Geschichte im Zeitalter der
Reformation, 6:320. Ranke's statements of his attachment to
Luther are challenged in Ilse Mayer-Kulenkampff, ''Rankes
Lutherverhdltnis: dargestellt von dem Lutherfragment von
1817,'" Historische Zeitschrift 172, no. 1 (1951):65-99,
Mayer-Kulenkampff cTaims Ranke's view of the world was too
fundamentally different from that of Luther. She overlooks,
however, the meaning of faith in the vision of both Luther
and Ranke, and how, in giving Luther's thought cultural
forms, the Idealists impressed it on the minds of the people
in a way that even Luther could not.

8Eugen Guglia, Leopold von Rankes Leben und Werke
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During his first summer vacation, Ranke visited the
Westermann Library near Frankfurt. He was overwhelmed by
this great collection of historical, philosophical, and
scientific works. Surrounded by this reservoir of human
knowledge, Ranke suddenly began to visualize the office of
the historian as his life's work. This experience in the
library constituted an emotional moment of inspiration. In
this revelation of new life, Ranke experienced a feeling of
spiritual confirmation in his soul.29

Luther had his decisive moments of inspiration in the
Koburg tower, and Herder had enjoyed a similar experience
while traveling in France and Italy. Ranke's experience in
the library provided a corresponding time of decision which
seemed to him a new beginning. In retrospect, however, it
appears as a catalyst, bringing together the elements of
thought which had coursed through his mind for several years.
Out of the spiritual struggles of Ranke's earlier years, and
his search for God's appearance in human affairs, came his
determination to pursue history as a calling in life. Ranke
had found his niche. His spiritual passion for under-
standing would henceforth find expression in historical

studies.

(Leipzig: Verlag von Friedrich Wilhelm Grunow, 1898), p.
26; Leopold Ranke, Zur eigenen Lebensgeschichte, p. 31.

29Leopold Ranke, Zur eigenen Lebensgeschichte, pp. 33-

34.
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The most immediate consequence of Ranke's decision to
follow history was a shift in his emphasis from language as
the key to understanding man's past to the great moments of

history themselves [das eigentlich historische]. Ranke's

passion for past life quickened. He strengthened his belief
that an acquaintance with the idea, inner force, and depth
of history leads one to God. He wrote to his brother,
Heinrich, in 1820, "In all history God lives and is to be
recognized. Every act testifies of Him, each moment
preaches his name. . . . He stands there as a holy hier-
oglyphic, in his outward appearance comprehended and pre-

served.”30

Ranke wondered for what purpose God had appeared
in this manner. He concluded that God's hidden presence in
history afforded man the opportunity to unveil the human
side of a history filled with divine symbols. Ranke con-
tended that the one who discloses this great message serves
God as a priest and teacher.31
Unknowingly, Ranke posed the central question of a new
historical outlook, that of the task of searching out those
factors in the human experience which are related to God.

In this way, Ranke envisioned a history whose scope embraced

the spiritual relationship of God and man. At the same time,

3OLeopold Ranke, Das Briefwerk, p. 28.

31Ibid.; Leopold Ranke, Zur eigenen Lebensgeschichte,
pp. 103, 122.
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he exalted the office of the historian who pursues the
spiritual reality of history.

Along with this yearning to find God in history, Ranke
dreamed of writing a great work to show man's indivisible,
pressing quest for life, and to demonstrate that men, simul-
taneously in God and in the world, are called in every
moment to lead. Anticipating the response that the
Scriptures embodied such truth, Ranke chose to seek the di-
vine seed in nature, everyday life, the development of
centuries, and in the poetic witness of past life. Ranke
wrote to Heinrich in 1824 that had he a few years, adequate
sources, and a close friend with whom he could reflect on
the nature of things, he would write a true and actual his-
tory, an account of the true God and true men. Ranke hoped
such a work might serve as a spiritual witness for all
times.32

Ranke's cherished hope of enlightening the path of his
fellowmen and of producing a readable work defining the
spiritual life of history continued over the years to ani-
mate his work. It became the focus of his whole effort in
historical research and writing to grasp the origin and sub-
stance of God's creation in history. In the end, Ranke's
philosophical and religious interests posed questions which

he could answer only in the realm of historical events.33

32Leopold Ranke, Zur eigenen Lebensgeschichte, pp. 103,

122.

331bid., p. 239; Leopold Ranke, Das Briefwerk, p. 107;
Leopold Ranke, Neue Briefe, pp. 89-90.
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Fortunately, Ranke received an appointment in 1826 to
the faculty in history at the University of Berlin. This
position offered Ranke the opportunity to fulfill the lofty
purposes which he had developed while at Frankfurt. Ranke's
career 4s a major historian of his times opened before him.

Once Ranke settled into his work at the university in
Berlin, his purpose intensified. He resolved to seek the
truth with all his powers and to fulfill his whole life in
the fear of God and history. He saw God's hand in the in-
vitation to work at Berlin. He had not sought the ap-
pointment. This high calling had come to him and sought him
out. He felt the door to his future suddenly opened to him.
Ranke could now spend his life in researching the "monuments"
of recent history and someday enjoy the true presence of
God's heaven where, he mused, there must be stored the ar-
chives of God.34

There was in Ranke's mind during those early years at
Berlin a feeling of festering discomfort. It arose from his
simultaneous desire to find God in His historical appearance
and his realization of the magnitude of this task. Deep in
archival research in 1827, Ranke discovered a certain de-
spair which accompanied his calling. Yet, his soul impelled
him onward. He lived on, comforted by the realization that

he was seeking the lofty goal of universal history.35

34Leopo}.d Ranke, Das Briefwerk, pp. 73, 76; Leopold
Ranke, Neue Briefe, p. 1707

35Leopold Ranke, Zur eigenen Lebensgeschichte, p. 51;
Leopold Ranke, Das Briefwerk, pp. 127, 130.
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By 1835, when he was writing his History of the Popes,

Ranke had become accustomed to wandering around in the wide
field of world history. He thanked God each day that he had
been led to the calling of history. Ranke recognized the
impossibility of fulfilling his duty completely. Yet, he
felt a certain confirmation in a voice of truth which he
heard inwardly. He termed this experience a scientific con-
science. Ranke sought a type of history which proceeded
naturally from his way of perceiving reality. There hovered
in his mind constantly the ideal of grasping the inner
transformation of the spiritual world tendencies as they ap-
peared from epoch to epoch. Ranke remained a humble ob-
server of the fullness and grandeur of this development. He
exercised in his calling the effort to recognize the eternal

soul of man and to present it in its appearance on earth.3®

By 1835, with the writing of the History of the Popes,
Ranke had developed a method which characterized his re—
search and writing over the next fifty years. Ranke was
highly critical of earlier historians whom, he believed, had
based their works on inadequate use of original sources.
Determined to represent graphically the historical truth of
the world, he based his research on a critical examination
of the primary sources. Once he was granted access to the
Venetian archives, he plunged with tremendous energy into

the scientific task of finding, collecting, arranging, and

36Leopold Ranke, Aus Werk und Nachlass, 4:295; Leopold
Ranke, Das Briefwerk, p. 271.
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analyzing sources vast enough to occupy a lifetime of study.
Ranke's first step was to develop an exact knowledge of the
individual moment in history. Yet, this groundwork was
merely the initial phase in Ranke's method. Having ac-
complished the basics, Ranke faced the admittedly difficult
task of associating the particulars of his sub ject together
into a meaningful literary form.37

Exact knowledge of the individual moment in history was
never the final end of Ranke's search. He wanted to under-
stand the purposes of a particularly significant happening,
to perceive the outlines of its impression in time, and to
achieve an awareness of its connection with the whole di-
rection of human affairs in an epoch. Here Ranke drew upon
philosophy o determine the origins and core of existence of
an epoch and upon poetry to convey the meaning and message
of history.38

In the context of this intuitive effort to characterize

a whole period of history, Ranke had penned in the preface

to his first work, History of the Latin and Teutonic Nations,

his famous dictum that he wanted merely to show the past as

it actually was [wie es eigentlich gewesen|. This saying,
eventually taken by Ranke's followers to represent his

critical method of analyzing sources, represented an attempt

37Leopold Ranke, Sidmmtliche Werke, 32:150; ibid., 37:vi;
Leopold Ranke, Aus Werk und Nachlass, 4:72; Leopold Ranke,

Tageblcher, p. 740

38Leopold Ranke, Tagebiicher, p. 240; Leopold Ranke, Aus
Werk und Nachlass, 4:77, 760,
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to grasp the history of the Latin and Teutonic peoples in
its unity. It reflected Ranke's determination to arrange
historical writing so as to enlighten future generations
about the character of the past.39

With reference to Ranke's wish to show history as it
actually was, Georg E. Iggers has shown how many historians,
particularly American historians, incorrectly separated
Ranke's critical method from its Idealist philosophical
content and made Ranke a scientific historian concerned
primarily with the establishment of facts. German his-
torians, conversely, understood how Ranke sought through
contemplation to grasp intuitively the general tendencies
and living reality of history.40

Fortunately, the image of Ranke as a fact-oriented his-
torical scientist is undergoing revision among American
historians such as Theodore von Laue and Leonard Krieger
(see above page 82)}. Von Laue concludes that the critical
method never formed the essence of Ranke's art of molding
the past. Krieger maintains that Ranke's idea of history as
it actually happened must be understood to mean the recon-

struction of past life existing behind the documents.41

39Leopold Ranke, Sdmmtliche Werke, 33:vii.

4OGeorg E. Iggers, "The Image of Ranke in American and
German Historical Thought,' History and Theory 1 (1961):17~
19.

41von Laue, Leopold Ranke, p. 138; Krieger, Ranke,
p. 20.
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Clearly, Ranke considered the search for the actual
reality in history a mental, subjective, and intuitive
process far beyond the basic examination and analysis of
sources and the mere arranging of the truth found in them.

In his preface to his French History, he credited the many

primary sources he had consulted but added that he had used
them to get a view of the great events of world historical
importance, rather than to produce a model narrative of de~
tail. In this case, the nature of the task and the intent
of the author had determined the inner character of the

42

work.

Similarly, in introducing his English History, Ranke

doubted that anyone could apply the critical method ideally
to the vast collection of sources he had searched out. He
admitted that he had looked at the actions and thoughts of
men in the epoch of English history which, in his viewpoint,
had the greatest impact on the development of man. He ac-
knowledged his attraction to those elemental forces in his—
tory which cooperate together or confront each other and
which give states, kingdoms, and epochs their essential
character. He found an inner impulse within the epoch of
English history in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries

which, in turn, touched all humanity.43 Ranke summarized

] Leopold Ranke, Franz&sische Geschichte, Vornehmlich
im Sechzehnten und SieFzehnten Jahrhundert, & vols. (Munich

and Leipzig: Duncker und Rumblot, 19747, 1:viii.

3Leopcald von Ranke, Englische Geschichte, 2 vols.
(Stuttgart: K. F. Koehler Verlag, 1955), 1:3-6.
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his approach, "A German historian will investigate the orig-
inal documents and then labor to comprehend [EE ergriefen]
each event as a political-religious whole, and at the same
time in relation to universal history."44

To collect and analyze was one thing, but to understand
the living reality of history was another. The latter re-
quired contemplation, a subjective, introspective, intel-
lectual process. For Ranke, history took its form within
the mind of the historian. Ranke described this process as
an intensely personal experience and as an internalizing of
outer reality. He wrote of an overwhelming desire to be
free from the vanity of life, to find himself in the realm
of truth, lost in God's grace, and relieved of his sense of
alienation and estrangement from the world.45

Ranke felt a mission, pressing, weighty, and difficult,
of recognizing the inmer track of humanity's development and
spirit. Such a task would constitute divine science, not
possible by purely human effort. Only from the depths of a
searching recognition would it be possible to discover its
hidden "footprint." Ranke's definite intention was to go
beyond an outer grasp of the when, where, and how of history.
He sought an inner grasp, a recognition of the existence of
a higher substance in events and personalities. Only

through the deepest spiritual perception might one

441pid., p. 8.

asLeOpold Ranke, Tageblicher, p. 121.
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comprehend the reality of historical events in their
spiritual unity.46

Ranke believed the historian should never be satisfied
with the mere appearance of a moment or event in history.
One must see in them a becoming, a passing of time, as
certain as the outer character of each moment. Only in the
whole development of a people or epoch could the historian
speak of an idea in history. This ideal history is known
fully only to God. The historian can only perceive the idea
from afar off, seeing the outlines of its unity and its
forward movement.47 Ranke concluded that "we arrive at the
way of history by the assignment of philosophy. With a phi-
losophical spirit, historical science comes into its
element.“48

In these statements, Ranke unquestionably defined the
writing of history as a spiritual, inward experience of the
deepest sort. In so doing, he re jected pure reason as a
means of finding the truth, just as Herder and Luther had

done before him. Ranke took Luther's concept of faith and

made out of it an approach to the understanding of human

aﬁlbid., p. 237; Leopold Ranke, Aus Werk und Nachlass,
4:77. Only verbs understood in the German OF Ranké™s day
convey fully the shades of meaning in Ranke's comments. . To

understand [EH verstehen], to comprehend [zu er riefen], and
to divine or percéive [zu ahnen] indicate REnEeis con-
templative approach to hisTory.

47Leopold Ranke, Aus Werk und Nachlass, 4:82-83.
48

Ibid., p. 83.
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history. Because this approach was so deeply embedded in
Ranke's own spiritual experience, it became the height of
his historical method.49 Ranke's historical faith rested on
the assertion that in history there existed ideas which de-
termined the development of man's path. All that Ranke did
in history was dedicated to understanding this ideal,
spiritual reality behind the appearance of events.

Over a long period of time, Ranke searched consistently
for ideas in history. Early in his career, in his student
days, Ranke had urged historians to study the ancient
languages because language constituted an expression of the
whole character of a people. He further advised historians
to seek an understanding of the religion of a nation, not as
it was taught by the priest, but as it lived in an idea
within the people. All the particularities of the col-
lective mind of a people, Ranke contended, are formed and
practiced in religion.SO

Ranke continued to emphasize the importance of relating
the individual historical event or personality to the
general realm of ideas at work in history. He called his-
tory the science of past life of human society., At the same
time, he distinguished between individual life and general
life. 1Individual life reflected sensual happenings. Above

this there existed a general life which moved according to

49Hauser, Rankes protestantisches Geschichtsbild, p. 9.

50Leopold Ranke, Tagebiicher, p. 105.

e ————— e vl s - R N e e = R -




Pl s e o ime i e e e e o

107

51 It was Ranke's identification of

aims known only to God.
this spiritual substance of history which placed him along-
side the Idealists.

Ranke believed in a world of truth which stood opposite
a world of appearance. This spiritual content, the spiritual
substance and inner truth of world history, belonged in the
realm of the immortal or the ideal. Only in understanding
the ideal world and in deducing the spiritual content of
historical acts could one understand fully the individual
moments in history. Ranke believed that this approach to
history made it the fulfillment of the aims of philosophy.
Since he considered ideas as God's presence in history,
Ranke developed an intense enchantment with the grandeur,
greatness, and inner consequences of historical development.
He believed the sciences of theology and philosophy came to-
gether in history, resulting in an inner outlook of the true
content of history.52

Ranke alluded to this enchantment with history when he
wrote to his brother:

How often I revel, how I hope with a thirst once again

to reach behind the appearance [of things] to the

actual source of life, to understanding, love, soul.

There, from where the appearance and the hidden things
arise, the Creator gives life, essence, character,

. 26451Ibidu3 pP. 242; Leopold Ranke, Aus Werk und Nachlass,

52Leop01d Ranke, Tagebticher, p. 120; Leopold Ranke, Aus
Werk und Nachlass, 4:87F; Leopold Ranke, Das Briefwerk, p.

208.
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subjectivity, where no [human] accomplishment or
failure [exists], where the general concept [of his-
tory] disappears before the idealism of an original and
eternal, divinely-related existence.

Realizing the difficulty one might have in understanding
such abstract language, Ranke asked his brother to

feel with me how this human history is a fermenting,

sometimes wild, sometimes peaceful and still current,

where all live inwardly, seeking drop by drop the sea
of the world in a thousand dissonances of elevated
tones: heaven and earth!>

Ranke's almost incomprehensible wording in this letter
underscored the intensity with which he sought in his soul
the riddle of history. His yearning desire to illuminate
the enigma of history merged with his unremitting pursuit of
God in that history. Ranke's God in history was Luther's
hidden God, masked behind the appearances of human and
natural life, and grasped only in faith. Ranke sought Him
in history with an energy equal to that of Luther, whose
spiritual struggles he so admired.

As a mature historian, the struggles, questioning, and
searching of earlier years had yielded a field for Ranke's
lifelong search for truth. History had become an extremely
personal experience for Ranke, as personal as religion. Yet,
Ranke's concept of history went far beyond theory or the mere

desire to write. Ranke held many ideas and concepts in

common with Johann Gottfried Herder, as well as other

53
Leopold Ranke, Zur eigenen Lebensgeschichte, p. 168.
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figures of the Idealist philosophical movement. Ranke ap-
preciated Herder's ability to trace the path of humanity in
man's history. Yet, he was disappointed that Herder had not
stressed more emphatically the events of history them-

selves.55

Ranke determined to do this by formulating a
comprehensive view of the way ideas make their appearance in
human affairs. He developed a political viewpoint con-
cerning the nature of states and their place in the scheme
of things. In particular, he attempted to demonstrate how
ideas work themselves out in the history of existing states.

Ranke believed that the observer of history must rec-
ognize all moments in the life of nations as independent de-
velopments and not as mere parts of a progression toward an
ultimate destiny. He also recognized the part played in
history by those who rule the nations. Ranke believed both
the individual moment in national life and the actions of
national rulers belong to the orbit of divine existence. He
urged historians to hold to this ideal in history.56

This theme of God in history, of a divine being ef-
fecting His will through ideas which work in the affairs of
nations, dominated Ranke's essay entitled, "Concerning the

Epochs of Recent History.'" In this work, Ranke provided a

55Leopold Ranke, Aus Werk und Nachlass, 4:209; Rudolf
Stddelmann, "Grundformen dér Mittelalterauffassung von
Herder bis Ranke," Deutsche Viertel jahrsschrift fiir
Literaturschaft und Gelstesgeschichte 9 (1931):86.

56Leopold Ranke, Aus Werk und Nachlass, 4:35.
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cogent statement of his general historical views. He re-
jected the Enlightenment concept of a general historical
progression enveloping all nations and resulting in their
steady progress. Instead, he chose to sketch an uneven his-
torical landscape of valleys and mountains, of advances and
retrogression, and of the interplay of cooperating and con-
flicting tendencies. He found a particular direction which
had caused some tendencies to dominate and others to decline,
as in the sixteenth century when the religious tendency
overpowered the literary impulse.57

Ranke saw a great tendency at work in each epoch,
glving each age an inherent cultural significance. Every

o8

epoch stood in an immediate relationship to God. In one
of Ranke's most famous statements, he maintained that "each
Epoch is immediate to God, and its worth rests not at all on
what is derived from it, but in its own Existence, in its
own Self."59 Thus, Ranke echoed the idea of historical
relativity which Herder, in his break with the Enlightenment,
had prepared. Like Herder, Ranke saw that the contemplation
of history acquired an added meaning if each epoch was con-

sidered valid in itself. The historical value of each epoch

intensified as together they all formed an inner necessity

57Le0pold von Ranke, Uber Die Epochen der neueren

Geschichte (Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 19547, pp. 5-7.
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of succession, a current finding its own course in the
riverbed of time. As Ranke surveyed the totality of man's
history, every epoch appeared of worth because each one
pointed to a certain direction in man's universal destiny.6O

Ranke urged historians to give heed to how people
thought and lived in each epoch because, in the infinite
multiplicity of developments, one may observe a particular
tendency. Too, the observer of history must compare the
epochs to discern the inner necessity of the succession of
ages. He can thus distinguish the great tendencies of the
centuries and unroll the scroll hidden in man's history.
Ranke cautioned historians to guard against making anything
a principle which is not borne out in historical events. At
the same time he urged them to hold to the object in history
of showing how the great tendencies manifest themselves in
human history.61

Ranke's concept of a scroll hidden in the human past
called to mind Luther's view of a God hidden in human events.
Just as Luther searched by faith for the spiritual presence
of God in everyday tasks, Ranke sought God's presence in
historical events, particularly in the affairs of state of
the various nations.

In urging historians to identify the great tendencies

of the centuries, Ranke did not expect any modern historian

®91bid., pp. 7-9.

11bid., pp. 7-10.
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to surpass the literary achievement of Thucidides. He did
propose that they seek more from history than did the
Greeks. Ranke sought a fullness, a divine power in history,
beyond the purview of the ancients. He desired a grasp of
the oneness of the whole human past.62

Having discussed his philosophy of leading tendencies
in each age, Ranke then divided history into epochs, noting
a general tendency in the character of each. These included
the Roman Empire to 400 A.D., Decline of the Roman Empire
and the transition of Romano-Germanic Civilization, the
Carolingian Period and the Holy Roman Empire to 1000 A.D.,
the Rise of Papal Power, the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Cen-
turies and the breakup of the unity of Church and State, the
Reformation Era and the Protestant Tendency, the Birth and
Development of the Great Powers in the Seventeenth and
Eighteenth Centuries, and the Period of Revolutions in
America, France, the Netherlands, and England.63

In considering the leading tendencies of the nineteenth
century, Ranke saw the antithesis of two great principles,
monarchy and popular sovereignty, as the basis for all other
conflicts of the century. As in other epochs, the human
spirit had been caught up in a tremendous forward thrust,
only to be met by an opposing movement. To Ranke, this in-~

dicated how ideas work. Beneath the appearance of the
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multitude of events, a great conflict of the spirit was
being waged. In this struggle in his century, Ranke be-
lieved the spirit of Western civilization, which he called
the German spirit, had overwhelmed all other elements in the
world. Significantly, Ranke found that this leaven of the
Western Christian spirit was no longer confined to church
forms but had gone beyond, expanding itself into cultural
modes throughout the world.64

In these views on his own century, Ranke took Luther's
idea of a spiritual struggle underlying events and applied
it to the politics of nations. Moreover, he identified the
transfer of a religious ideal into the cultural realm. In
this contention, Ranke shared with the generation of the
Idealists the strong conviction that Protestant Christianity
had proven to be a revolutionary force in the modern world
because the tenets of it adapted so easily to cultural
situations. Ranke's use of Luther's concepts in his own
philosophy demonstrated how closely the Idealists followed
Luther. Ranke believed that the consequence of this cul-
tural reformation had been beneficial to mankind, resulting
in the expansion of knowledge and the participation of a
larger part of the people in the spiritual life of the

nation. To Ranke, the lesson for all men was to understand

the world, to seek what is best in it, and to distinguish

41bid., pp. 164-66.
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one's assignment in the power of the times. The place of
history in public life was to assist in this.®?

These statements, which formed a part of Ranke's dis-
cussion concerning politics in the nineteenth century with
King Maximillian II of Bavaria, revealed again the true
source of Ranke's historical outlook, the Lutheran viewpoint
which he applied to the historical world. More than any
other historian, Ranke put this into the actual writing of
history, in particular, the history of states.

In his conversations with Maximillian, Ranke had ad-
vanced the belief that a state was a living thing, pos-—
sessing its own unique self. FEach state possessed inherent
spiritual tendencies which molded all its citizens. These
tendencies, or ideas, originated with God and thus, in
Ranke's view, states derived their origin and essence from

66

God Ranke maintained, States are spiritual substances,

original creations of the human mind, one may say--thoughts

This exalted view of the state, its divine ori-
gins, its immediacy to God, and its animation by living
spiritual tendencies owed its inspiration to Luther, whose
concept of the state was strikingly similar. With such a

view, it followed naturally that Ranke would devote his

energies to tracing the development of the ma jor western

®3Ibid., pp. 164-66.

66Leopold Ranke, Sdmmtliche Werke, 49:323, 328,
67
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nations. As he wrote these works, his spiritual concept of
the state appeared as a golden thread woven carefully into
the fabric of his historical narratives.

In his first major work on the history of the Latin and
Teutonic peoples, Ranke centered his attention on the fif-
teenth and sixteenth centuries. He pondered what factors
had resulted in the ascent and decline of nations. Using
the example of the defeat of Venice by the French in 1509,
Ranke mused that a cycle of natural growth, development, and
decline might be responsible. He suggested that the ebb and
flow of national fortunes might possibly be otherwise at-
tributed to a divinely ordained destiny. Characteristically,
Ranke avoided a dogmatic answer, concluding only that a
state is prevented from growing too powerful by living
forces in history. In this way, Ranke's historical nar-
rative bore witness to his faith in God's presence in human
political affairs.68

Ranke carried out this theme of underlying tendencies
in the history of nations in his treatment of the Protestant
Reformation in Germany. His basic theme was the con-—
frontation and cooperation of political and ecclesiastical
tendencies in Germany. Ranke believed that in human affairs,
religious and political impulses often fuse and that every

significant event stems from man's consciousness of God.

These spiritual impulses drive civilization forward, retard
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despotism, and remind the state of the true end of all human
existence, the consciousness of God. The state must cul-
tivate these moral ideas and give an expression to them
which can be understood by all. At the same time, the state
should remind the church of the intellectual needs of man.
To Ranke, the state became a field of activity where the
conflict and cooperation of spiritual ideas resolved itself.
He characterized the whole of European history in general,
and German history in particular, as the interaction of
church and state. This, Ranke contended, made the
Reformation the paramount period of modern history. Ranke
believed a full understanding of the Reformation's history
would show it to be the source of all modern history.69

In his account, Ranke aimed at identifying those living
moments of German history during the Reformation when
spiritual ideals had surfaced most observedly. He intended
to combine in them an understanding of modern Germany's be-
ginning and its probable future. The result of this was a
treatment of the Reformation arranged around dynamic
spiritual ideas which, lying under the surface, moved along
and arose periodically to direct man's history toward its
true end. Ranke saw a tendency to exalt temporal interests
in Europe in the rise of ruling houses and principalities by

the end of the fifteenth century. The resulting conflicts

9
Leopold Ranke, Deutsche Geschichte im Zeitalter der
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would have extinguished the life of the German nation, had
not the nation taken steps to restore order.70

Ranke described the resulting efforts to reform the
German constitution by noting that in history, strong forces
arise to impose order out of chaos. These ideas, which form
the basis of all human society, and which contain the char-
acter of their divine source, bring life for a time by es-
tablishing new, vital institutions. In time, however, they,
too, totter and fall, only to be replaced by new ones. To
Ranke, this was God's way in the world. German history
around the turn of the sixteenth century reflected ideas
pregnant with God's own dynamic power.?1

When Ranke identified the causes of the Reformation, he
placed it in the general context of a period of movement,
change, and outward expansion in Europe. He noted that sim-
ilar incidents of disunion and flux occurred in the Islamic
and Hindu religions of the time. When he addressed the
German origins of the Reformation, he traced carefully
Luther's desire to attack only the claims of infallibility
of the papacy and not to destroy the faith of the Latin
Church. Thus, the Reformation lay squarely in the movement
of the times. It arose out of the needs of the empire for a
greater measure of interral unity. This inevitably brought

a discussion of spiritual affairs in Germany, particularly

"OTbid., 1:43-44, 54; ibid., 5:399.

Mybid., 1:57.
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the question of Rome's position in the German states. In

its striving, the German nation seized upon these spiritual

questions to advance its claims to independence. The

. L 72

papacy's response brought even more opposition.
In describing the origins of the religious movement in

Germany, Ranke utilized a phrase, the nature of things

[natur der Dingen]. To him, the Reformation grew out of the

direction and pattern of events. This idea of a dynamic of
history underlying the appearance of human effort, and the
distinction between the ideal and real realms of history,
not only characterized Ranke's general philosophy but also
indicated the powerful way that the Lutheran outlook in-
fluenced his writing of history. The Reformation was a
spirit, an entire orbit of spiritual, political, intel-
lectual, and even artistic aspirations, which encircled all
Germany and held within it a new social order.73
Ranke made the Reformation take on its own unique,
sweeping, and overwhelming persconality, whose effect on the
passions of men was unrestrained after a few vears. Ranke
spoke of a particular dynamic [Getriebe] of the epoch. In
discussing the possibility of an alliance of emperor and
pope in the face of the challenge of Henry VIII of England
to the papacy, Ranke concluded that the old enmity between

pope and emperor precluded this and that it belonged to the

"21bid., pp. 157-65, 327; ibid., 2:348.

731bid., 2:69, 74, 77.
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particular dynamic of the Reformation epoch that this did
not happen.74

Ranke found England's break with the papacy a signif-
icant moment in history because it gave German Protestantism
new opportunities to advance. He rejoiced that in retro-
spect, the historian could detect such combinations which
lay in the scheme of things. The example of actual reality

[eigentliche Tdtigkeit] in the past would remain an un-

traceable mystery if sought by purely intellectual effort.
The recognition of such a reality comes to the historian
only from understanding the incommunicable things lying be-
fore him, from his concern for that which is true, and from
his possession of moral power. Even with the insight of the
historian, the moments which determine the direction of
world history remain something of a divine mystery. What
understanding of this mystery men might possess comes out of
their own conscience. As always, this track of thinking led
Ranke back to faith.?5
Ranke believed that history encompassed an alternating
flow of specific and general movements. In the general

movement, new spirits cross old boundaries. Racing with

human and divine power, a new mind unfolds. In this way, a

741bid., 3:394; ibid., 4:48.

"SIbid., 4:50.
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divine, inbreathed spiritual life enlightens the centuries.
The Reformation was such a time.76

Within this philosophical context, Ranke traced the
ma jor details of the Reformation, always being careful to
note the point at which ideas entered the world and inter-
acted with existing conditions. In describing a Synod con-
cerning the exercise of religion in his dominions, which
Philip of Hesse held at Homberg in 1526, Ranke concluded
that out of this meeting came the idea of the church as a
fellowship of believers, each individual a priest. A
self-governing church could constitute itself, elect its
bishops, and arrange its own synods. This revolutionary
concept, which was taken up by French, American, and
Scottish Protestants, did not catch on in Germany. This was
due primarily to Luther's belief that it was an unworkable
pattern of church government in a land of backward peasants
and to a situation in which the Protestant cause was es-—
tablished in Germany under the protection of certain German
rulers, rather than in opposition to them. Yet, the Synod

of 1526 provided the historical moment when this powerful

idea entered into history.77

Ranke was not content, however, to leave the fate of so
important an idea to human circumstances alone. He drew

upon the axiom that ideas which enter the world are modified

76Ibid03 ppo 3""50

77 1bid., 2:340-41.
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permanently by circumstances prevailing at the time of their
birth. 1In the end, Philip's Synod of 1526 was significant
largely because it showed how an idea from the mind of God
came to affect man's history.

As Ranke assessed the overall significance of the
Reformation in modern history, he recognized the movement as
the seedbed of modern Europe in two ways. First, in
breaking up cosmopolitan Christianity, the Reformation had
set the state free to claim complete sovereignty on earth.
Ranke believed this idea to be the most influential in
creating the Europe of modern history. Secondly, Ranke drew
a parallel, a living analogy, between the Reformation and
his own times in the nineteenth century. In each period,
those spiritual developments which rule the world powerfully
were evidenced. Ranke believed that the power of Luther's
Reformation had been felt in culture as well as in dogma.
Ranke's approach to history was a powerful testimony to the
78

effect of Luther's thought in human affairs.

As Ranke turned in his History of the Popes to an ex-

amination of the papacy in the fourteenth and fifteenth cen-
turies, his approach was similar. He wanted to search out
God's plan for the government of the world, for those forces
which provide for the education of humanity. Tracing the
decline of papal power and the emergence of independent

states, he was forced to conclude that man's efforts are

81bid., 4:7, 29.
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modified by the silent direction of spiritual forces at work
in the world. As he had done with the Reformation, Ranke
placed the papal history of this period in the context of
the overpowering dynamic of history which lay behind the ap-
pearance of human affau‘.rs.?9

As Ranke discussed the direction of the Roman Church
under Pope Alexander VI, he deplored its corruption. This
mild rebuke was characteristic of Ranke's treatment of con-
troversial topics. He often seemed deliberately to withhold
a strong judgment. He suffered a great deal of criticism
for this aspect of his writing, particularly from the English
historian, Lord Acton, who said of Ranke, "The cup is not
drained; part of the story is left untold; and the world is
much better and very much worse than he chooses to say."BO

Actually, Ranke had good reason in his own eyes for his
approach. He explained it in the section on Alexander VI,
saying that if one could only open history's book as it had
happened, one could see in destructive corruption the

81 The

presence of a germ from which new life grows.
Lutheran Ranke might have been expected to roundly condemn a
corrupt Roman Church. Yet, it was precisely Ranke's

Lutheran outlook which allowed him to withhold a strong

judgment. As a Lutheran historian, Ranke could look beyond

7gLeopold Ranke, Sdmmtliche Werke, 37:22-23.
80
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the appearance of decadence to a hidden thread promising a
new beginning. A Lutheran historian could be satisfied in
faith to let history stand in the unknown, drawing as near
to it as possible in order to perceive it.82

When Ranke viewed the progress of the Counter-
Reformation in the period 1590-1630, he saw it as an example
of the forces of the living mind which move the world pro-
foundly. These forces, prepared in past times, are called
forth from the depths of the human spirit by their own might
and vigor.8"3 In the end, the long-range significance of the
Roman Church in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries lay in
how it revealed the spiritual content of the human past.

As Ranke moved to a study of English history, he fol-
lowed essentially the same approach, placing England's his-
tory within the broader unity of a Western commonwealth of
nations. In writing of the Norman conquest of England, he
refused to second-guess what he termed the will of destiny.
England's connection with France made it what it became.
Ranke saw a great commonwealth of Western nations whose in-
fluence had pervaded and determined the history of each in-
dividual nation within it. Ranke hoped that Western man

might develop a free, subjective recognition of the

spiritual forces of his history, which at times can modify

2
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and even oppose these forces. In this way, man can be in
harmony with his historical development.84

Ranke defined his concept of the commonwealth of
Western nations as the Latin and Teutonic peoples under the
influence of the Western Church. Two things characterized
this great community: a close association and conflict be-
tween church and state and a harmony and discord of monarchy
and representative institutions. The interaction of church
and state, as well as of monarchy and representative gov-
ernment, had determined the life of the West. Beginning in
the seventeenth century, the English spirit had taken its
place among the rival nationalities of the West. The
progress of the human race depended upon the outcome of
these rival:r:ies.85

The climax of Ranke's treatment of English history came
in his discussion of the constitutional dispute between the
English crown and Parliament under the Stuarts. This con-
flict did not develop slowly over the years but appeared
suddenly as a historical necessity after the accession of
Charles I to the throne. Ranke believed that the idealistic
forces inherent in Western European history had shown them-
selves in the English constitutional question. He was sure
that nations as a whole fail to grasp the comprehensive

situation in which they are involved and are impelled by

84Le0pold Ranke, Englische Geschichte, 1:45.
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powerful feelings of the moment. Charles II understood the
ionging for relief from Puritan rule of the English people,
and he used this sentiment to make his restoration to the
throne a new era in English history.86

Ranke attributed to the British constitutional struggle
a world historical importance of concern to all civilized
peoples still occupied with similar spiritual and political
issues. It remained the charm and the difficulty of history
for Ranke to trace new independent movements as they fol-
lowed old lines of historical development, as they came to
the surface in English life, and as they fought for life or
disappeared in death.87 In the end, the English political
question became an example of a larger struggle of world-
wide proportions. Its ultimate importance was the way it
showed the larger design of man's destiny.

Whether in dealing with England or any other country,
Ranke saw not only a national character, but also a world
historical character as well. 1In this latter respect,
national histories formed a part of the development of
humanity. Because Ranke could see this quality so clearly
in European history, he retained a general preoccupation
with the history of the West. When Ranke turned to French
history, he did so with a particular fascination. In French

history, Ranke saw much attention to the problem of church

80Ibid., pp. 448-49.

87Ibid., pp. 251, 859,
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and state relations. He thought the French particularly apt
at giving practical application to theory. Ranke felt com-
fortable with French history because he saw in it so many
demonstrations of the distinguishing characteristics of the
Western commonwealth of nations.88

Ranke 1revelled in the great personalities of French
history, figures such as Catherine d'Medici, Francis I,
Marie d'Medici, Henry IV, Cardinal Richelieu, Cardinal
Mazarin, and Louis XIV, who possessed world historical im-
portance. Their significance came not so much from their
power, but from their relationship to the basic conception
of their times, the French political-religious struggles of
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. In Ranke's view,
these political-religious struggles gained their particular
character from the dispute between opposing religious dogmas.
Great personalities were generally related to factions or to
the state. Out of all this emerged a royal power stronger
than ever.89 Thus, Ranke constructed a conceptual framework
for his French history, based on the hidden dynamic which
proceeded behind the appearance of French affairs.

An inner tendency of history loomed behind Ranke's dis~
cussion. He called the siege of Aquitaine by the English in

1439 a fortunate thing for both the besieged and the be-

siegers because nations must separate from each other when

8
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history requires that they develop their own inner impulse.
Similarly, Ranke saw in the persecution of the French
Huguenots the appearance of a new life element in the French
nation. In accord with general spiritual tendencies at work
among the Germanic peoples, which exert an unending influence
on their destiny, the French religious question held within
it a new political situation. It anticipated the breakup of
religious and political umnity, the outbreak of religious
civil war, and the ultimate increase of royal power.90

When Ranke came to the reign of Henry IV, and to the
Edict of Nantes, 1598, he refused to explain this merely in
terms of a legal process of the state. Ranke based it more
on living forces in history which carry within themselves
the character of the moment in which they stand and which
become the sense of the nation and the spirit of the times.
Ranke called this a moment when all European and French in-
terests were at stake. Beyond that comment, Ranke would not
transgress the improbable. He was content to call Henry IV
a prince of great thoughts who meant to see his star rise,
but who, in the midst of hope, soon found his wishes af-
fected by opposing notions.91

As Ranke moved to a consideration of the seventeenth
century in France, he followed the movement of events moment

by moment, believing that in the various forms of life and

OIvid., pp. 54, 192.

"ibid., pp. 54, 192, 201.
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action lay the history. He saw three great political
tendencies condensed from various sources of thought in the
French world: first, the desire of the monarchy to increase
its authority, secondly, the effort of the aristocracy to
preserve its traditional autonomy, and thirdly, the growth
of the idea of popular sovereignty. The events of later
times grew out in varied forms from this French epoch.92

Ranke left his discussion of French history with France
on the eve of revolution at the end of the reign of Louis
XV. He hinted of sultry clouds and a gathering storm before
which all elements of French life readied themselves for a
general catastrophe. He was reluctant to say whether reform
was possible or if it could have staved off revolution.
Ranke had come directly to the boundary delimiting two
epochs in the history of human society. As Ranke left off
his narrative, he concluded that the tendency toward revo-
lution had neither been removed, nor had it become vic-
torious. The historical development of the 0ld Regime had
not yet been crushed but neither were its ideas completely
fulfilled. Through action and reaction, a new world age lay
on the threshold.93

One ma jor theme rums through Ranke's works on Germany,
France, and England--that this commonwealth of Western

nations formed a historical unit, carrying within itself

92
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historical tendencies of the conflict and cooperation of
church and state, and the action and reaction of monarchy
and representative government. These tendencies, hidden
within the appearance of history, formed a dynamic which ex-
pressed itself in actual events. In these works, Ranke
adopted Luther's idea of the spiritual meaning of life,
broadening it to include the whole of human history.

Ranke's volumes on the Western nations formed the heart of
his work, and set the tone for Idealist history in his
century. The search for God became the pursuit of great
ideas which originated with God and which undergirded the
events of national history.

Ranke's idea of historical tendencies seemed to render
his history deterministic. It posed the problem of what
place freedom and individual choice play in history. Ranke,
as with other Idealist literary figures, felt more com-
fortable with the social whole than with the individual
personality. They preferred to write of the flow of events
rather than to isolate a unique personage. Reflecting this
tendency, Ranke produced only one biography in his career,

his History of Wallenstein.

In the introduction to this biography of the noted
general of the Thirty Years' War, Ranke remembered Plutarch's
distinction between history and biography and posed the
question of how personalities should be represented in his-
tory. Ranke's answer was to include both history and bi-

ography in historical presentations. Great personalities
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give impulse to the great movement of world historical
events and should be depicted historically. Individuals in
history belong to a moral order. They possess an inde-
pendent life of original strength allowing them to represent
their times and take hold of their epoch with inner
compulsion.94

Ranke believed, however, that the general life far sur-
passed the individual in power, depth, and enormity. The
individual is permitted only a narrow time and place, while
the general life is fulfilled over centuries of unbroken
current. Man is limited by the possibilities offered in the
general situation and can hope to achieve great results only
when participating in homogenous world elements. Next to
these, the individual appeared as a mere expression of the
95

general tendency of the times.

In Ranke's Historical-Biographical Studies, he summed

up his position on the individual in history with the phrase,
man in the times, the times in man. Thus, he combined bi-
ography and history. Yet, for Ranke, freedom and necessity
continued to struggle for supremacy in history. Freedom ap-
peared to prevail in individual 1life with necessity the ap-
parent victor in general life. Ranke would chose neither
one nor the other as his exclusive path in history, but the

fact that his historical narratives dealt largely with

94Leopold Ranke, Sdmmtliche Werke, 23:v.
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96 Ranke's

sweeping epochs showed where his sentiment lay.
preference for the broad movements of history fitted closely
with the Lutheran outlook which pictured man as a finite
creature caught between opposing spiritual forces.

This attitude toward the individual in history was per-
haps best expressed in Ranke's comments on Luther's life.
In his notes on the biography of Luther which he intended to
write, Ranke expressed his desire to make great individuals
a type of their epoch. An author could represent indi-
viduality in history to the fullest extent because the epoch
brings him his character. The color of the times will weave
its thread into the story automatically. The historian must
recognize it and give it the fullest representation.97

Ranke encouraged historians not to explain events as
extensions of the mind of great individuals but to attribute
these movements to something larger than life which rules
over the individual. The texture of individual mind and
action expresses the spirit of the times and in this ex-
pression forms the psychological character of history. A
new, powerful idea in history urges the mind from the old
circle of thought to unknown regions. A swing of energy up-
sets usual life. Difficult conflict inevitably occurs. The
genius of great figures appears in historical life to ex-

press each powerful historical idea, and true to the

96Ibid., 40:v-vi.

97
Leopold Ranke, Deutsche Geschichte im Zeitalter der
Reformation, 6:315. __
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tendency of the times, wins an unending influence on the
present and the future. The historian must pay attention to
such individuals.98

In his thoughts on Luther, Ranke was greatly influenced

by Johann Fichte's work, The Essence of Learning, written in

1806. Ranke included written comments on the essay in his
notes on Luther. He contended that all life is grounded in
the divine idea which lives in man. This philosophical
knowledge is not recognized factually but is witnessed in-
wardly. Natural talent is the tendency of the ideal ex-
pressed in human behavior. One who aspires to lead an epoch
must know the idea and conduct himself accordingly, aiming
to observe the hidden will of God.>”

When Ranke moved to a general treatment of the

Reformation in his German History in the Epoch of the

Reformation, he continued to portray Luther as an expression

of the dynamic of the times. In the work, Ranke pictured

Luther as a stranger to ambition, as one who initially hesi-

tated even to seek converts actively. Luther confidently

expected that events would flow from his inner conviction.loo
Ranke stressed that in the midst of internal disorder

in the German nation around 1500, Luther made his appearance.

With the hidden aspect of Christianity gripping his soul,

Q
*81bid., pp. 349-50.

%%Ibid., pp. 363-66.

100154, , 2:383-84.
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and possessed of an experience so profound that nothing in
life or death could wrest it from him, the elements of
change gravitated toward Luther and opened the way for a new
direction in religious thought.101
Ranke emphasized that even in Luther's daring defiance
of the Roman Church, he proceeded cautiously, hoping to
avoid an open confrontation. Reluctant to challenge the
papal champion, Johannes Eck, and deferring in theological
matters to Philip Melancthon, Luther never sought initially
to found a new communion or to overthrow the Roman Church.
Never denying the origins of the Roman Church, Luther sought
only to eliminate those traditions expressly forbidden in
Scripture. When the papacy denied Luther's right to speak,
however, he was compelled to take on himself the office of
purifying the church. In the exercise of this office,
Luther's main desire remained to free himself from a hier-
archy which claimed divine authority. Looking back on all
this, Ranke contended that Luther, in his opposition to rad-
ical changes from the Roman Church, and in his aversion to
the sects, appeared as one of the greatest conservatives who

ever lived.102

Although Ranke's profound admiration for Luther's
personal qualities showed clearly, he actually presented

Luther as a man caught up in the tide of events surrounding

1011p34. , 4:4o5.

102
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him. For example, in treating the alliance of Luther and
Frederick, Elector of Saxony, Ranke noted that no formal
agreement resulted but only a mutual understanding in which
two men simply let matters take their course. Ranke left
the impression that both Frederick and Luther were swept
along with the current of the Reformation. Ranke traced
this current as it grew to agitate the whole world at points
where spiritual concerns coincided with temporal
interests.103

As an example of this phenomenon, Ranke considered the
Lutheran doctrine of justification as a powerful idea in the
modern world. It brought the certainty of eternal blessing.
It worked so powerfully because it ruled a deeper spirit
than could externals. It showed that sinful man's hope lay
only in God's compassion. In strong trust in God's incom-
prehensible grace came new birth. Only in surrender to the
divine will comes true freedom of the human will.104 Ranke
carried over to history this vigorous idea of freedom in
complete submission, for only in complete immersion in the
past could men perceive God's hand at work in human affairs.

Ranke believed the Reformation constituted a watershed
in history and that it had produced radical and extensive
changes in life and thought. Among these changes was the

viclent conflict of the religious wars. In the end, Ranke

1031p14., 1:227.

1041154., s5:388.
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concluded that the new directions emanating from the
Reformation were not the result of human will but were
grounded deeply in the nature of human affairs. 02
The Reformation had a significance of its own, but more
importantly, it showed the way that divine ideas enter the
human realm and, finding conflict and cooperation, bring a
new level of human activity. The work of Luther, whom Ranke
admired above all other figures of modern times, became an
example of how an idea at work in an epoch calls forth a
genius to reflect its divine quality and carry it out in
human affair5.106
In other writings on modern European political history,
Ranke immersed the individual in his times and made the
times reflect themselves in the individual. Pondering the
reign of Louis XIV, Ranke concluded that all human behavior
depends on the religious concepts by which a person lives.

Ranke cast the timid prudence and versatility of Catherine

d'Medici's spirit within the world historical movement of
her era.lo7
Contemplating the remarkable career of Cardinal

Richelieu, Ranke remembered a time in the youth of humanity

when herces in simple voices prescribed paths for mankind to

1057pi4., 3:7.
106, ..

Ibid., p. 211; Leopold Ranke, Tageblicher, p. 229,
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follow. Ranke found these times long past. In the modern
era, now and then, a person of extraordinary talent and
strength appeared. Through these individuals, powerful
thoughts became the standard of national life. Yet, after
their death, the strength of the old order often regained
its hold. Ranke saw a potent inner community in history
which worked above the freedom of the individual wi1l.%®

When Ranke considered the emergence of Prussia and its
consolidation of territory in the seventeenth century, he
placed this momentous development within a great movement of
things existing outside the free choice of any individual.
Ranke saw this as an historical necessity, the founding of an
inner independent European-German order.109

In Ranke's mind, the true actors in man's history were
not great individuals but the hidden higher elements of life.
True to his Lutheran heritage, Ranke saw individual freedom
in the vastness of strength. In the Idealist adaptation of
Luther's ideas, Ranke longed for a contented existence in
those higher elements which mankind encounters in his his-
tory. This attitude toward the individual, and his immersion
in the greatness of God's rule in human affairs, accounted
for the tone with which Ranke approached the history of

Western civilization. This formed Ranke's inner cocherence of

history, giving it its meaning. History must always be the

1081154, 3:174.

logLeopold Ranke, Sdmmtliche Werke, 25:xx.
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stuff of human action, but its true end was the deeper inner
connection which rules over all and from which no one in-
dividual is completely independent. Freedom exists within
historical neceSSity.110

Ranke's belief in the inner coherence of history gave
to his philosophy of history a marvelous unity of thought.
In turn, this unity of thought owed its inspiration to
Luther's example and spirit. Ranke's search for God in his-
tory, for divine ideas at work in the world, and his placing
of men and events in the flow of history were means to an
end, that of the writing of a universal history in which
man's place in God's scheme and God's part in men's affairs
would be fully illuminated. !l

Ranke experienced a lifelong devotion to the cause of
universal history. His adaptation of the Lutheran outlook
to history led inevitably to the attempt at the ideal of
finding out how historical events fit into the general re-
lationship of things. In an article written in 1830, Ranke
asked rhetorically why one should study history. His answer
was to understand the life of humanity in its totality.112

This statement, more than any other Ranke made, summed up

his goal in the research and writing of history.

1OLeopold Ranke, Tagebiicher, pp. 129, 159; Leopold
Ranke, Aus Werk und Nachlass, 4:796.

11
1Gerhard Masur, Rankes Begriff der Weltgeschichte,

Beiheft der Historische Zeitschrift, no. 6 (Munich and
Berlin: R. Oldenbourg, 19767, pp. 52-54, 127.

112Leopold Ranke, Tagebiicher, p. 238,
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Leopold Ranke, the one so often understood as the
nationalist historian of Prussia and Germany, and as the
historical scientist applying the critical method to the
sources, was actually the truth seeker, probing the deepest
questions of human existence. The inquiry into the purpose
of mankind's existence, or of man's relationship to his
Maker, traditionally discussed in the realms of theology and
philosophy, was now to be addressed in history. For Ranke,
theology, philosophy, and history merged into one field of
inquiry, the search for the spiritual and the ideal, and for
God's hand in human affairs. Here Ranke's Lutheran outlook
was most telling. Such an aim could only be achieved by
perceiving human life as a whole. In a characteristically
intimate manner, Ranke wrote to his brother, Heinrich, in
1835:
I am more and more of the opinion that in the end,
nothing can be written further than universal history.
All our studies strive to bring this about. The par-
ticular will never shine in its full light as well as
when it is presented in its general relationship.113
Ranke devoted the majority of his research to national
history and politics. Yet, these works must be seen as
parts of a series and as pieces of a puzzle, painstakingly
placed over a lifetime of study and contemplation in the
faith that ultimately they would yield the vision of God in
the human spirit and contribute to man's education and en-

lightenment. Ranke wrote of the Prussians, Germans, English,

113Leopold Ranke, Das Briefwerk, p. 265,
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and French, as well as other epochs, because these were, in
his view, component parts of a common humanity. Together,
they formed the leading unit of civilization. Ranke pre-
occupied himself with politics and ruling houses because he
believed the direction of things, and the dynamic at work in
each era's history was played out on the political stage.
Behind nations and rulers lay hidden the spiritual reality
of historical life, which, for Ranke, constituted the con-
templation of history.

Ranke often expressed his attachment to universal his-

tory in his various works. In his History of the Latin and

Teutonic Naticns, Ranke sought the basis for the European

system of states. Such understanding, however, would not be
enough for Rarke. The historian must place the various
epochs on the stage of world history by showing the impor-
tance of each one and their relationship to the others. In
the similarities and contrasts of their internal workings,
world development had advanced because in history events re-
flect the nature of their epoch.114
As Ranke contemplated the formation of the French nation,
he found it analogous to the geological formation of the
earth. Epoch upon epoch formed a living historical for-
mation. Within each epoch, peoples formed social orders

which either warred upon or united with other groups. In

surveying the history of France, Ranke hoped to see more

114LeOpold Ranke, Sdmmtliche Werke, 33:323.
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clearly the relationship of the world's peoples as they
formed themselves into groups.115

When Ranke moved to English history, he noted that in
universal history, a process of change governs the destiny
of man. He believed the greatest event in man's history was
the transfer of power and culture from the East, where it
had originated, to the West. Ranke placed the coming of the
Anglo-Saxons, and all subsequent English history, within the
context of the rise of the West. He concluded that the ob-
ject of universal history was to observe the leading changes
and the conflicts among the nations.116

This theme of universal history played a particularly

strong role in Ranke's History of the Popes. Ranke

struggled with the research and writing of this classic, ex-
pending his energy and strength in an almost desperate at-
tempt to seize upon thoughts and words to convey the nature
of this epoch. In this task, Ranke was encouraged by the
thought that every accomplishment brought him closer to the
ideal of world history. This was true because life in each
epoch and in each nation develops on a spiritual basis and
reflects the general influence of the times. Universal his—

tory plays a powerful role in epochal history, for in the

115Leopold Ranke, Franzdsische Geschichte, 1:16.

116LeOpold Ranke, Englische Geschichte, 1:11-12.
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individual moments of an era, the historian views various
currents of world history.ll7

As Ranke aged, the dream of a fuller understanding of
the general nature of things grew even stronger. In 1867,
Ranke was honored by his academic colleagues at Berlin upon
the fiftieth anniversary of the awarding of his doctorate at
Leipzig. In his response, Ranke cast his eyes to the past
and the future. He welcomed the plethora of studies in
German history which the century had brought. He believed
they had yielded a greater general view of things and a
wider outlook on the whole. He referred to the dramatic
events of the hour in Germany and congratulated the younger
generation for its enthusiastic attempts to grasp the
meaning of the moment. Ranke concluded that the undertaking
of national history is but part of the task of universal
history. To grasp the fullness of the moment is to begin to
understand its connection with universal history.ll8 Ranke
exulted, "I look as Moses to the promised land, to a future
German historiography which will complete what we have
begun.”119

Ten years later, Ranke commented that poets, mathe-

maticians, or scientists can produce great works at a young

age, but the historian must have the perspective of years.

117Leopold Ranke, Das Briefwerk, p. 268; Leopold Ranke,

Sdmmtliche Werke, 38:1.
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One must have seen the change of generations, witnessed the
mighty events of an era, and experienced many years of study
and contact with the affairs of state. Ranke's long life
and association with Prussian officialdom had yielded to him
these benefits. He retained to the end of his life a sym-
pathy for the monarchical form of government, yet never al-
lowed himself to be limited to a narrow parochialism in
thought. His view was ever to the general.120

As Ranke approached the sunset of a life spent in the
contemplation of human affairs, he dictated his memoirs with
the wish that his last strength might be devoted to the com-—

pletion of a work on universal history.121

Ranke's search
had led him to try, with Herder, to put into writing a great
work which would capture the essence and meaning of the
human past. Almost blind, Ranke literally expended his last
strength dictating the wisdom collected over sixty years of
study and contemplation of man's history by the foremost his-

torian of the nineteenth century.

In the unfinished Universal History, Ranke acknowledged

that history was limited by the art of writing, and the
theoretical questions of the origin of the world and the re-
lation of man to God and nature were not, in their abstract
form, the province of historical research. History's domain

remained, for Ranke, the ascertained results of historical

120 eopold Ranke, Tagebiicher, pp. 79-80.

121Leopold Ranke, Zur eigenen Lebensgeschichte, p. 76.
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research, and the sequence of events which runs through all
nations, which modifies their cultures, and which controls
their destinies. Universal history begins with national
history but must move toward general historical life.
Critical historical research is crowned by comprehensive
understanding.122

Ranke's thesis in the work was that over the ages, man-
kind had won advancements in his material and social order,
but particularly in his religious and spiritual development.
Most precious of all to Ranke were the works of poetry,
literature, art, and science, which revealed the common
thread of humanity. Ranke concluded that the history of man
shows that he always aspires to the divine ideal and that
religion and letters express this aspiration for God. 123
Thus, Ranke ended his career where he had begun it, on the
theme of spiritual ideals.

By the end of his life, Ranke had come to see the
calling of the historian as a priestly office. He saw a
progressive stream, hidden, yet seeking to rule the past.
The historian must learn, but above all understand. With
impartiality, he must keep only his subject in mind. Ranke

saw a great divine order of things hovering over human life.

This divine order could not be grasped with mere intellectual

122Leopold von Ranke, Weltgeschichte, 4 vols. (Leipzig:

Verlag von Duncker und HumbIot, 1896), 1:3-5.
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sense, but it must be surmised and perceived [EE ahnen].

Ranke believed this divine order was identical to the suc-
cession of epochs and periods of history. He concluded that
in the attempt to understand this mystery, the historical
method seeks only truth and authenticity. In this way, it
walks in a hidden relation to the highest questions of human
society.lz4

This chapter has explored the theme of Martin Luther's
influence on Leopold Ranke's philosophy and writing of
modern history. Luther's spiritual influence was felt by
Ranke from his earliest childhood, for his home was a model
Lutheran household. It exposed Ranke to all those influences
prevalent in the group~thought of Lutherans at the turn of
the nineteenth century. It evidently made a powerful im-
pression on Ranke because he made an early decision to be-
come a Lutheran minister.

Ranke's plans underwent a change, however, during his
years of study at the University of Leipzig. He lost his
interest in the study of theological dogma, finding instead
an intense concern for human language and culture. Ranke
also engaged in a deep examination of Luther's life, dis-
covering Luther's appearance as a historical figure and his
powerful ability to communicate his spiritual vision to the
people. These two factors, his growing interest in human

studies and his fascination with Luther, converged in Ranke's

124Leopold Ranke, Das Briefwerk, pp. 518-19.
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mind. This began the process by which Ranke adapted
Luther's spiritual ideas to the realm of human culture and
set the stage for Ranke's long career as the leading his-
torian of his time.

Through his contemplation of history, Ranke began to
visualize two realms, the real world of appearances which
men can readily see and the hidden ideal world where
purposes higher than human plans held sway. Ranke posed the
problem of how finite man could understand the ideal realm.
He found the solution in the understanding of one's soul,
since it reflected the spirit of the ideal world. Thus, man
could become one with the whole of humanity.

Ranke developed an approach to history which began with
a critical examination of original sources in order to ob-
tain an exact knowledge of the individual moment in history.
It proceeded, however, to synthesize history, theology, and
philosophy through a personal, subjective perception of the
living spiritual reality of past life. This intuitive ap-
proach drew on Luther's concept of faith. If history were
to be understood as a spiritual entity, then it could best
be approached by spiritual means.

As Ranke developed his outlook on history, opportunity
followed. He was appointed to the faculty in history at the
University of Berlin, a post from which his lectures, re-
search, and writing influenced dramatically the concept of

history in modern times. Ranke's work went beyond that of
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Johann Gottfried Herder in that he carried out the Idealist
conception of reality in historical narratives. In his
works, which encompassed the history of the Western nations
and epochs, Ranke searched for the hand of God in human af-
fairs and for the general tendencies which animated each
epoch of history.

His approach sought to discover the exact point at
which ideas enter the world to affect human history. Based
on this concept, Ranke developed an outlook on politics and
states, making these the areas where great ideas intervene
most powerfully. As he discussed the ebb and flow of polit-
ical and diplomatic events in Prussia, Germany, England,
France, and the papacy, as well as other nations, Ranke con-
sistently placed the events and individuals within the
dynamic of history operating in that epoch. His historical
outlook was an adaptation of Luther's conception that events
on earth are mere appearances of a spiritual struggle lavrger
than 1life going on behind the scenes, and the actions of men
are the masks of God by which He shows Himself to those who
can see Him by faith.

Whether epochs, kingdoms, or individuals in history,
even an individual as great as Luther, or a movement so in—
fluential as the Reformation, all developments find their
true historical significance in a relationship to the dynamic
movement of history in their times. For Ranke, freedom

existed within historical necessity. The movers of history

were hidden higher forces.
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Ranke's emphasis on ideas and tendencies in history led
up to his ultimate aim, that of producing a great work of
universal history to sum up the whole human experience in
its totality and to enlighten the path of his fellows.

Ranke ended his last work with the conclusion that mankind
always aspires to the divine ideal. By then, he had come to
see the office of the historian as a priestly function to be
occupied by those with the understanding to perceive the di-
vine order in the succession of epochs.

Leopold Ranke was a figure in the generation of German
Idealists who sought, in the face of their times, to find a
new certainty to replace the collapsing concepts of the old
order. In this search, they relied on their Lutheran
spiritual ideals. At the same time, they gave these ideals
a cultural-historical expression. In an important sense,
they transmitted Luther's goals to the modern cultural world.
It was Leopold Ranke's task to accomplish this in the phi-
Llosophy and writing of history. With Luther as his source,
the power of Ranke's spiritual conception of history has
touched students of history for generations. As historians
continue to exam their discipline and attempt to plot its
future, they must look to their spiritual origins in Luther,
Herder, and Ranke, to ascertain if these men, to whom his-
tory was a living reality, offer an idea-oriented approach

to history which is of value in our scientific and techno-

logical era.




CHAPTER 1V

CONCLUSION: THE LEGACY OF LUTHER

IN MODERN HISTORIOGRAPHY

Over two centuries separated the life of Martin Luther
from that of Johann Gottfried Herder. The time of Leopold
Ranke, Herder's spiritual heir, stretched this physical sep-
aration from Luther to fully three hundred years. Between
the lives and careers of these two German historians, who
set the stage for a new historical outlook, and the unique
course of Martin Luther, whose theology helped to mold the
modern world of thought and action, a veritable revolution
had created a new world.

States consolidated territory and political power. The
concept of a cosmopolitan empire receded before the on—
slaught of nations, each claiming sovereignty within its
territory. The agrarian economy, which was the mainstay of
medieval Europe, gradually diversified with the growth of
capitalistic enterprise and the beginnings of the indus-
trialization of the West.

The new intellectual world of Isaac Newton and Johannes
Kepler appeared to open the possibility for man to control
his destiny through knowledge of the laws of nature.
Christianity, its unity shattered by the Protestant

Reformation, and its growing subjection to the state brought
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on by the new religion of nationalism, fought for the minds
of people in the face of a new Enlightenment, which preached
reason as the way toward a heaven on earth.

Thus, the world of Herder and Ranke was fundamentally
different from that of Martin Luther. This brings forth the
question of how the theclogy of Martin Luther could have made
so profound an impact on the thought of these two German
historians. The answer to this problem lies in the character
of Martin Luther as an historical figure and in the nature of
his views and their adaptability to human situations. The
resolution of this problem rests also in the outlook of the
German Idealists and in their ability to re-formulate
Luther's theology in cultural and historical modes.

The subtle interaction of these three historical figures
began with the common experiences of their personal lives.

It should be remembered that both Herder and Ranke were born,
reared, and educated in staunch Lutheran homes. They were
exposed to the conscious and unconscious flow of ideas which
are part of the group life of institutionalized Protestant
Churches. Both Herder and Ranke made youthful decisions to
go into the Lutheran ministry. Both were schooled in the-
ology in preparation for that calling.

Moreover, Luther, Herder, and Ranke all experienced a
time of soul searching. The outcome of these times in—
fluenced profoundly the future direction of their lives and

thought. Luther's early suffering came with his struggle
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with youthful passions and his inability as a young
Augustinian monk to achieve the righteousness which he des-
perately sought before God. It was out of this search for
righteousness that Luther discovered Paul's doctrine of the
righteousness of God by faith, an idea which became the
foundation of Luther's theology.

Herder bore the same sense of emotional isolation and
underwent a similar pursuit of certainty in his life. His
discontent was a combination of several factors. He re-
sented the prevailing tendency of the Enlightenment to dis-
regard the past and exalt the present. He longed to fulfill
a purpose in his life which would transcend the day to day
existence which he disliked. Herder envisioned a great work
of history to light the pathway of humanity.

In his discontent, which lasted over a period of many
years, Herder turned away from theology as the focus of his
thought and toward human concerns, a development which led
him toward his work in the philosophy of history. Moreover,
Herder engaged in a penetrating examination of Luther's life
and experience. This inquiry grew in its proportions until
Herder's knowledge of Luther matched or surpassed that of any
of his contemporaries. It finally blossomed into the hope
that he, Herder, might become a second Luther and implement
a cultural reformation of his times.

Ranke's period of suffering was not as long as that of
Herder. It was confined largely to his university years at

Leipzig and resolved itself soon thereafter. It was




A ALY 1 0 Vet kL ivmte w s ae

151
nevertheless just as decisive in pointing Ranke toward his-
torical research. It began with Ranke's uncertainty about
his youthful theological beliefs and his movement in the di-
rection of a more mystical approach to Christianity. His
discovery of the historical world of antiquity and his in-
terest in languages led him to Luther. Ranke developed an
intense fascination with Luther as an historical figure,
collecting notes for a biography of the Reformer. Ranke's
search took the form of a longing for a direct insight into
the past.

In addition to a period of suffering, Luther, Herder,
and Ranke each experienced a time of inspiration in which
the uncertainties faded and the future direction of his life
came into focus. For Luther, this came as he waited in the
castle at Koburg, surrendering finally in full submission to
the purposes of God. Herder experienced his inspiration on
his journey to France and Italy, when he envisioned a great
work on God's presence through the centuries. Ranke dis-
covered his calling as an historian when he viewed the great
literary works of the world in Westermann's Library. For
each man, these moments of inspiration, coupled with a
period of suffering, proved decisive in the direction which
his life subsequently took.

Taken together, the difficult experiences and the

periods of inspiration of Luther, Herder, and Ranke form a
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pattern.1 Luther's ordeal pointed him toward faith and a
new certainty in God. For Herder and Ranke, their trials
caused them to draw on the inspiration of Luther. Both were
led away from traditional theoclogy. In this change, each
historian took the major outlines of Luther's theology out
of the theological realm, giving them a cultural-historical
expression and applying them in the realm of human affairs.

Another common element in the experiences of Luther,
Herder, and Ranke concerned the aims which each pursued in
his work. Once Luther became convinced that God had ap-
pointed him as a teacher of the people, he considered it as
his public duty as a Doctor of the Sacred Scriptures to in-
struct the people in the truth.

Similarly, both Herder and Ranke thought of themselves
as teachers of the people, engaged in a priestly activity in
the footsteps of Luther. Neither historian believed that
the Reformation of the sixteenth century could be duplicated
in his own time, nor for that matter did he desire to lead a
religious reformation. Each historian envisioned writing a
great work of history which would reveal God's hand in human
affairs and illuminate mankind's pathway. They had, in fact,
shifted Luther's educative ideal to human history, believing
that in giving Luther's thought cultural forms, they could

help to realize his lofty aims in society.

1The common experiences of Luther, Herder, and Ranke
extended to such personal areas as the timing of their
marriages. Each man married relatively late in his life.
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That Herder and Ranke looked to Luther for their in-
spiration not only tells a great deal about their individual
personalities but it also shows something about the char-
acter of the era of German Idealism. In a time of the
passing of the old order, a time of revolution and warfare,
of social and political changes of the most important sort,
and of an increased awareness of national identities, this
generation looked back to the origins of German society for
solutions to the meaning of historical events.

The common experiences shared by Luther, Herder, and
Ranke were in some ways accidental circumstances of life.

In other ways, they were the studied reaction of two men,
Herder and Ranke, who imitated the spirit and purpose of
Luther as they understood him. In this way Luther's char-
acter as an historical figure, along with the receptive out-
look of the Idealist historians, combined to produce the im-
pact which Luther's personality had on them. This re-
lationship became the means by which Luther's thought had
its influence on Herder and Ranke.

Three major aspects of Luther's thought influenced the
Idealist historians. The first of these was Luther's idea
that events have a significance larger than life and that
they reflect a spiritual struggle understood only by faith.
The second was Luther's notion that the direction of affairs
in general proceeds independently of the desires and actions

of individuals and therefore possesses an organic quality.
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The third of these aspects was Luther's concept of faith as
a gift of God allowing man to understand the spiritual truth
of his own depravity and God's mercy, as well as the in-
ternal clarity of the Word of God. These concepts held many
implications for the philosophy and writing of human his-
tory, and the Idealist historians used them to construct an
approach to the past.

Luther's theology was based largely on the idea of the
existence of two separate kingdoms, one spiritual and the
other temporal. Events in life, one's calling on earth, or
the office of a ruler were activities which took place in
the temporal sphere but which held a spiritual significance.
They masked the presence of a God who hides Himself to all
except those who see Him by faith. It was but one step from
Luther's two kingdoms to the two historical realms, one real
and the other ideal, which Herder and Ranke defined in their
philosophy and treatment of history.

When Herder urged that human passions be acted out on
the stage of history, he did so in the belief that events
concealed the inscrutable purposes of a God working His way
in the world. Herder made a distinction between the whole

meaning of history and individuality in history. Each event

in the latter category reflected the appearances of the whole.

Herder hoped to rise above the calamity and ruin of
centuries of human history to discern a pattern in the past

and reveal the central focus and purpose of human existence.
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He believed that a spiritual connection existed between
cause and effect in history. He searched for the divine
order in history, the laws of God which regulate the move~
ment of history. His conclusion was that humanity and
happiness, those qualities of improvement which extend man's
reach toward God, will prevail in human history. Out of the
struggle of reason and irrationality, which goes on cease-
lessly behind the events of life, truth and justice reign
victorious in human life. History became, therefore, more
than mere events. It took on the character of God's design
for mankind.

Ranke, too, identified the two worlds, one ideal and
the other real. Men might discover the real world easily,
but the ideal world remained a mystery. Ranke's aim in his-
tory was to search out the divine idea at work in history as
God carried out His purpose in individuals and nations.
Ranke wanted to know how this idea, which was the whole of
human existence, was in the individual appearance of human
affairs.

Ranke's searched for an inner grasp of the higher
meaning of events and personalities in history. He believed
that the historian must see in the individual moments of
history a development which transcends the questions of how,
when, and where. He searched for the ides which animates
all history, and for that general historical 1life which

moves according to God's aims.
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Ranke paid particularly close attention to how ideas
affect the life of nations. Here he saw tendencies and im-
pulses at work, especially in political affairs. Therefore,
every epoch, with its leading tendencies, bore an immediate
relationship to God. He saw behind events of his own time
the conflict of two great systems, monarchy and repre-
sentative government. In his treatment of the history of
the ma jor Western nations, Ranke viewed a great commonwealth,
characterized by the interaction of church and state. This
trend reflected itself in the history of individual nations.

Ranke's search for the spiritual substance of history
led him finally to universal history. He concluded that
man's universal history shows that he always aspires to the
divine ideal and that mankind's aspiration for God is ex—
pressed in religion and literature. This was the great di-
vine order which hovered over all human history.

Thus, both Herder and Ranke took Luther's concept of
the spiritual meaning of human affairs and made it an im-
portant part of their approach to history. Through them, it

became part of the character of Idealist historiography.
Luther contended that the actions of individuals were
not the result of choice but the effect of either the will
of God or the will of Satan. Thus, human action reflected
the immediate direction of the contest between Christ and
Satan. Outside of God the individual was nothing. Only in

faith can the individual find an identity in the vastness of
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God's grace. The Idealists applied these ideas of Luther
to human history.

In the writing of both Herder and Ranke, this use of
Luther's idea took the form of references to the trans-
cendent stream of history in which the individual became but
only a small drop. Herder used this approach in his com~
ments on the Reformation. He called the movement an in-
evitable necessity of history and spoke of a direction of
affairs in the sixteenth century. Herder affirmed that the
Reformation could not have happened at any other time. He
called Luther a blind instrument in God's hands, who hesi-
tantly acted out his role. Luther found true freedom in
submission to the will of God.

Herder's philosophy of history dwelled on the great
collective forces of the centuries. Compared to these,
great men appeared as mere points in time. He observed a
law of historical necessity that meant whatever can happen
in an era actually happens. Herder saw a great chain of im-
provement in history which bound all individuals together,
immersing them in the ongoing movement of human culture.

This theme of a dynamic of history was even more pro-
nounced in Ranke's writings. In treating the Protestant
Reformation, Ranke placed it in a period of world-wide flux
and change. Ranke pondered how Luther could have an impact
on all of Europe, given his lack of personal ambition. He

attributed this development to the hidden life of the spirit
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which moved forward to influence a continent. As Ranke
viewed the history of individual nations, he was attracted
to the elemental forces which give them their essential
character. To Ranke, the interaction of political and ec-
clesiastical tendencies was a hidden dynamic in the history
of England, France, and Germany. Ranke's writings were
filled with references to the nature of things, to the
dynamic of an epoch, to the movement of the times, and to
the direction of spiritual forces.

In emphasizing a dynamic of the times, Ranke immersed
the individuals of history in the sweeping movement of his-
tory. He believed that the general life of the centuries
far surpassed that of the individual, who is limited by time
and place. The individual, even so great a man as Luther,
was typical of his epoch. When Ranke came to universal his-
tory, he wanted to recognize the inner track of mankind's
development. History resulted not from human will but from
the nature of human affairs. The significance of events and
individuals in history lay in how they expressed the di-
rection of their times and the meaning of human culture as a
whole.

Again, both Herder and Ranke took Luther's concept of
the bondage of the human will to a higher power, adapting it
to human history. In their philosophies and treatment of
the past, they gave the general movement of history an or-
ganic character of its own, making it a thing in itself

apart from individual choice. Through the writing of Herder
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and Ranke, this type of history became a part of the heri-
tage of the Idealists.

Luther's concept of faith also greatly influenced the
Idealists. Luther conceived of faith as a gift of God, com-
pletely apart from human reason. Faith allowed the
Christian to grasp God's promises as if they were actual
events. Luther's concept of faith reflected his intensely
personal spiritual experiences. The Idealist adaptation of
Luther's thought made faith an intuitive method of per-
ceiving the hidden spiritual reality which existed behind
the appearance of historical events.

Herder, who was close to the German Enlightenment,
placed some emphasis on reason in his writings. Yet, he
sought with his inner being to grasp the whole of history.
As he contemplated the picture of man's history, he often
blessed God and was seized with a trembling anticipation of
a better future. Too, Herder advocated that the historian
write history as it appeared to him and that he should bring
to history his own spiritual experiences and outlook.

Herder believed that cause and effect, which the his-
torian must discern in the past, could not be seen empir-
ically because it was hidden behind the appearance. This
spiritual content of history could only be presumed and
recognized philosophically. It was to be understood only by
the intuitive perception of the historian. Herder exercised

this spirit of reflection toward the events of history,
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experiencing something akin to a magic spell and viewing
developments through his soul. Herder surrendered in faith
to history as God's revelation, believing that its ultimate
purpose would prove beneficial to mankind and that a clouded
historical horizon would someday become clear.

This intuitive method of perceiving reality was even
more pronounced in Ranke's thought. Ranke dealt early on
with the problem of knowing a thing empirically. He con-
cluded that a sense of certainty and a knowledge of things
in the world came from understanding one's inner spiritual
nature. Ranke heard the voice of God speaking in his inward
spirit, telling him of former times.

In Ranke's accounts of the Western nations, he sought
an intensely personal comprehension of the whole of their
development. He believed this was possible only by a
searching recognition and a spiritual perception of history's
inner track. Actual reality in the past could not be
achieved by reason or human intellect alone. Only in a
philosophical spirit, in understanding the incommunicable
things lying before the historian, and in divining the
spiritual truth of the past could history be recovered as it
actually was. The historian must examine thoroughly the

sources, but ultimately history was to be witnessed inwardly

by the historian.
Through his concepts of the significance of events be-

yond their appearance, of the subordination of the individual
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to the general direction of affairs, and of the inward ex-
perience of faith, Martin Luther influenced the major out-
lines of the philosophy and historical writing of Herder and
Ranke. In a true sense, these two historians, along with
others of their generation, translated Luther's theological
vision into cultural and historical forms. In these forms,
Luther's ideas had an even greater impact in many ways than
they did in their purely theological expression.

As Herder and Ranke developed an approach to history,
they not only looked back to their vision of Martin Luther,
but, through his inspiration, they also prepared a new his-
torical outlook. Herder made the break with the historical
outlook of the Enlightenment, and the broad outlines of a
new history took shape in his writings. Herder despised the
chronicles of the past which pointed only toward the eight-
eenth century. He urged that the writing of history be or-
ganized around great peoples, broad changes, and revolutions
which transmit the spirit of human culture.

Furthermore, Herder advocated that the historian must
consider the unique characteristics of each epoch in its
time and location. This opened up history to the variety,
color, and detail in every age. Herder moved away from
natural law as an explanation for the direction of history
and toward the unfolding of history and the events of history
themselves. The happenings of each epoch held the whole of

history in them, just as the whole represented each
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individuality. 1In Herder's thought, the religious power of
Idealism opened a whole new meaning for human history.

Herder also sought to portray history as it actually
was. He wanted to recognize the spiritual message borne in
the events of human life, the presence of God in the ebb and
flow of mankind's existence. Herder raised history to the
level of faith, and in so doing, gave it the potential of
influencing human behavior as never before. He brought a
contemplative approach to history. He believed the his-
torian must not be content with a mere factual approach.
Drawing on his inward spirit, Herder sought to reflect on
the whole of human experience and move toward a general
understanding of all things.

Ranke translated these ideas into the actual writing of
history, setting a standard for Idealist historians. Ranke
fused detail, an exact knowledge of the individual moment in
history, with an idea at work in an epoch in order to under-
stand the true spirit of an age. Despite his reputation as
an empirical historian, the height of Ranke's method was a
perception, an understanding, and a divining of the higher
substance of historical reality. To do so was to show the
past as it actually was. In bringing the spiritual power of
Idealism to bear on the writing of historical narratives,
Ranke developed a seminal historical mode and became one of

the most influential historians of the modern era.
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The work of Herder and Ranke demonstrated that the
purpose of history, with all its devastation and grandeur,
leads finally toward an idea and that what is most important
in history is what people believe to be true. In a very
real sense, their history was a history of thought. This is
why they can be called Idealists. In stressing the im-
portance of ideas in history, the work of the Idealists
disclosed the significant part the subjective understanding
of the historian plays in the writing of Idealist history.

The influence of Martin Luther in modern historiography
did not end with Ranke's death. The manner in which Luther
has touched the writing of history in the twentieth century
forms a sequel to the major discussion in this essay. This
problem probes the form that Idealist history has taken in
recent historical research.

It might be supposed that the work of Heinrich
Treitschke, a younger contemporary of Ranke and a leading
historian of the nineteenth century, would carry the tone
which Ranke had struck. There were some significant like-
nesses in the work of Ranke and Treitschke, even if the
latter historian took a more deterministic approach in his
treatment of historical affairs. Treitschke was an Idealist
to the extent that he believed a dynamic of history worked in
the affairs of nations. He maintained that states possessed
Certain personalities, that ideas come into existence in the

course of history, and that centuries encompass living
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forces.2 Treitschke came close to Luther's metaphysic when
he maintained that '"the world of individual freedom, the
coming and going of historical personalities, are under the
sway of laws whose divine rationality we can at times dimly
realize but never fully understand."3

There was an important difference, however, between the
history which Ranke wrote and that of Treitschke. This dif-
ference lay in the tone of their respective writings. Ranke
attempted to remain dispassionate and non- judgmental in his-
tory, a characteristic for which he was severely criticized
by Treitschke, as well as others both in and out of Germany.
Treitschke insisted that history must be written with
passion. Treitschke's advocacy of Prussia and the Prussian
solution to the German question showed clearly in his his-
tory.4 The quiet historical faith of Ranke could allow him
to withhold judgment. The excited nationalism of Treitschke
demanded that history stir the will of people to actiom.

Treitschke's work reminds one of the extremes to which
a historian could take the Idealist approach--the intemperate
attacks on the Jews, the glorification of state power, and

the romanticizing of war. These excesses may have held sway

2Heinrich von Treitschke, Treitschke's History of
Germany in the Nineteenth Century, trans. Eden and Cedar Paul,

g ggés. TNew York: McBride, Nast, and Company, 1915-19)

3

31bid., 6:474.

“Ibid., 4:549; ibid., 5:247; ibid., 6:643.
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in German political life, auguring disastrous consequences
for the world, but they were not inherent in the basic
Idealist approach to history. To comprehend fully the
spiritual contribution of Idealism to modern historiography,
we must turn, not to Treitschke, but to his student,
Friedrich Meinecke, who became the foremost German historian
of the twentieth century.

Herder had experienced the rise of German cultural
nationalism in the latter part of the eighteenth century,
and Ranke had seen the achievement of a German Empire in
Europe. Meinecke came to maturity during a time when
Germany was the pre-eminent power in Europe in the period of
aggressive nationalism prior to World War I. Herder, and
to some extent Ranke, could deal with nationalism in the
context of Tdealist thought. Meinecke, however, was forced
by the events of his time to treat more critically the
impetus of nationalism in history. His work forms a natural
sequel to that of the two earlier historians.

Carl Hinrichs, in the introduction to Meinecke's most

recent work, Historism, The Rise of a New Historical Outlook,

has traced effectively the cultural milieu in which Meinecke
grew. While it is not within the purpose of this essay to
detail the events of Meinecke's life, it is nevertheless in-
teresting to note the striking similarities between
Meinecke's early experiences and those of Herder and Ranke.

Like them, Meinecke was reared in a pious Lutheran home. He
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endured a youthful period of uncertainty about the time of
his confirmation, characterized by an intense search for a
philosophy of life to replace the theological dogma from
which he was turning away.5 If Meinecke left the God of
theology, he began to seek the God hidden behind the ideal
world, and this process ultimately broadened into a phi-
losophy which aimed at understanding the divine basis of
world historical life. Evidently Meinecke experienced the
same emotional and intellectual restructuring of thought as
had Herder and Ranke, a metamorphosis which permitted the
transferring and application of spiritual modes of thought
to the cultural world.

In his education, Meinecke was exposed to the richness
of Idealist historical thought. One of the most telling in-
fluences on him was a series of lectures by the German his-
torian, J. G. Droysen, whom Meinecke heard during his uni-
versity years. He preserved his notes, quoting Droysen:

We [historians] are not like the natural scientists,

who have all the means for carrying out experiments; we

can only search, and go on searching. Then it follows
that even the most fragmentary glimpse of the past, and
that history and our knowledge of it are poles apart.

- » . It would discourage us, but for one fact—-we can

at any rate follow the development of thought in his—

tory, even in spite of the fragmentary nmature of our
material. . . . Thus we do not arrive at a picture of
the past as such, but only our interpretation and

intellectual reconstruction of it.

Droysen's statement capsulized the Idealist approach

Sps . . .
Meinecke, Historism, pp. Xix-xx.

6. . . .
Cited in Meinecke, Historism, p. xxii.
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succinctly. In defining the difficulty of tracing history's
spiritual meaning, Droysen showed just how close the
Idealists were to Luther and how they translated his vision
into an approach to history. Droysen recommended a history
of thought. Meinecke's major works became a history of the
thought of creative thinkers as they reacted to the flow of
the historical world.

The first of Meinecke's major works was entitled,

Cosmopolitanism and the National State, which appeared first

in the German edition in 1907. The work surveyed the devel-
opment of the German idea of the national state from the
middle of the eighteenth century to Bismarck's German Empire
under the Hohenzollern monarchy. Meinecke organized his
treatment around the ideas of creative thinkers during the
time, men such as Wilhelm Humboldt, Friedrich Schlegel,
Johann Fichte, Adam Miller, Georg Hegel, Leopold Ranke, and
Otto Bismarck.

Meinecke's immediate concern in the book was the origins
of the German national state, or, more precisely, the devel-
opment of the idea of a German national state. In a broader
sense, he was intrigued by the major forces of political and
cultural life, by the connection between historical ideas
and political action, and by the relationship between

national life and the universal destiny of humanity.7

Friedrich Meinecke, Cosmopolitanism and the National
State, trans. Robert B. Kifber (Princeton, New Jersey:
Princeton University Press, 1970), pp. 3, 9.
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Meinecke rejected a series of general laws as an ex-
planation for the development of those communities which
come together into nationhood, choosing instead to see the
events of this phenomenon themselves, while concentrating on
the particular features of the nations. In defining the
concept of nationhood, Meinecke attributed to nations an or-
ganic character. In Meinecke's history, nations have a
will, they think, possess personality, and go through a
cycle of growth toward maturity. Yet, the ideal of the
nation is always carried in individual souls, just as these
individuals reflect the spirit of the nation.8

Beyond the connection of individual souls with the to-
tality of their nation, Meinecke sought to explore the in-
terrelationship of national life, particularly German
national life, with the universal whole of human development.
He believed that historical research reaches its highest
form in its attempts to confront this basic problem.
Meinecke sought to elucidate this relationship, not only
from the standpoint of external actions but also from the
inner life of men whose thoughts attempted to distinguish
between humanity and nationality. As Meinecke related this
phenomenon to the German problem, he suggested a complex
process of conflict and cooperation of the ideas of cCOSmo-

politanism and German nationality in German historical life.?

®Ibid., pp. 9-12, 16-17.
Ibid., pp. 19-22.
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When Meinecke came to Wilhelm Humboldt, he found the
philosopher's view of the German nation somewhat vague and
lacking in concrete plans. He credited Humboldt with iden-
tifying a national spirit that lived and worked in in-
dividuals and that surrounded the individual as an organic
force of history. Meinecke judged that Humboldt's concept
of the nation remained in the context of the universal life
of humanity and that he wanted to see in the cultural life
of the nation examples of thought which were universally be-
lieved by all men. Meinecke found Humbeoldt's ability to
move easily from the real to the ideal world an unacceptable
method for the modern scientific mind, which demands a
strict division between the two realms. It was Meinecke's
purpose to show how, in the decades after Humboldt, the con-
cept of nationalism was taken out of the ideal or universal
realm and was given concrete and practical goals in the real
world.10

Meinecke considered the early years of Romanticism, the
years of Georg Hardenburg and Friedrich Schlegel. He noted
the tendency of these early Romantics to view every spiritual
stirring as a manifestation of the spiritual life of the
whole of humanity. He showed how they viewed the state as an
organism which showed itself in a thousand individualities,
just as God showed Himself in manifold ways in the religious

community. Although the thought of these early Romantics

07bid., pp. 39, 41, 43-44.
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leaned slightly more toward real politics than had Humboldt,
they still considered the German spirit an ideal embodying
the whole of mankind.ll

Meinecke traced the ideas of Johann Fichte, crediting
him with recognizing the hard realities of the necessity of
a political form for the German state. Fichte saw that in-
ternational universalism must yield to patriotic nationalism,
all the while insisting that to be patriotic was to be part
of a universal culture. Fichte envisioned a European com-
munity of competitive states, each attempting to perfect it-
self and carry out its particular mission in the world. He
desired a political state for the German nation in order to
facilitate the mission of the Germans in the world, as well
as to bring the intellect of the mind to the forefront in
all human affairs. Thus, Fichte still tinged his nationalism
with universalism.12

Meinecke noted in the thought of Adam Miiller a tendency
to equate nationality with the organization of social life.
In advocating the importance of national character, Miiller
opposed the idea of a shallow universalism. Yet, he be-
lieved a confederation of nations constituted a desirable
legal order for Europe. Meinecke found the years 1812-15
decisive in bringing a shift from ethical and cultural

nationalism within a world order toward the idea of national

Y1vid., pp. 51, 55, 63.

121bid., pp. 71-72, 74-75, 79, 83, 93.
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power. He found the attitude of Wilhelm Humboldt most in-
fluential, citing Humboldt's call for a strong Germany, able
to defend itself and pursue its national self-development.
At this point, the call for national power began to take
precedence over the ideal of a cultural nation performing
its universal ethical tasks within a world order.13

Meinecke did not attribute this change of thinking from
universalism to nationalism to certain individuals but to a
general transformation of thought and feeling in Germany, to
which certain thinkers gave expression. In this respect,
Georg Hegel, Leopold Ranke, and Otto Bismarck stood out.
Hegel claimed the nation received its authority from the
living past. Thus, he rooted in history the right of the
state to assert its claims. Hegel claimed also that in each
epoch one dominant nation possessed the right to represent
humanity. Thus, even Hegel did not dispense completely with
the universal principle.14

Neither Hegel nor Ranke made the actual world completely
separate from the ideal world. Thus, Ranke made nationality
a mysterious spiritual substance, and he resisted giving it
a limited corporal form. He made the origin of nations rest
in the nature of their own nationality. Ranke's idea of his-

torical development bridged the gulf between the idealism of

Humboldt and the realism of Bismarck by uniting ideas with

L31bid., pp. 111, 114-15, 139.

Y41bid., pp. 197, 199, 201-2.
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the events of history. This approach ultimately meant that
cultural, ethical Germany could become the German national
state of Bismarck.15

Meinecke surveyed the dramatic events of 1848-4%9, in-
cluding the Revolutions of 1848, the Frankfurt Assembly, the
promulgation of a constitution for a German state, and the
offer of the monarchy of this state to the Prussian ruling
house. From this point, Meinecke passed on to the Prussian
victory over Austria and the formation of the North German
Confederation in 1867. All the time, Meinecke emphasized
the role of Bismarck and the leadership of the Prussian
state. He showed how Prussia used both the universal and
national elements of the idea of nationalism, dispensing
with the universal elements at the proper time in order to
achieve a concrete realization of a German national state.16

Meinecke could not delineate the exact points at which
the universal idea gave way to the national approach. He
left this to be understood as a gradual transformation oc-
curring over the two decades after 1848. He also left un-
said any definite conclusion about the relationship between
the new German state and the universal aspirations of man-
kind. The unhappy events of World War I, the Nazi rule in

Europe, and World War II and the dismemberment of Germany

51bid., pp. 208, 212, 216-17.

161h14., pp. 230, 233.
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would force Meinecke to deal with German nationalism within
a broader context of world historical ideas.

The outccme of World War I and the humiliation of
Germany provided the backdrop for Meinecke's second ma jor

work entitled, Machiavellism: The Doctrine of Raison Q'Etat

and Its Place in Modern History. Meinecke's tone in this

work, first published in Germany in 1924, took on a somber,
sometimes fatalistic note when compared with his earlier
work. His former optimism and his belief that the dynamic
of history worked benevolently for the good of man was now
tempered by the horrors of World War I and the prostration
of Germany by the Allied victors. Against this reality,
Meinecke began to see in history a general causation--the
need for self-preservation which all states had experienced.
The particular way of life which a state had developed ex-
presses this historical necessity for security.l?
The statesman is faced, on the one hand, with these
necessities of state, and on the other, with the demands of
ethical justice which the civilized world recognizes.
Meinecke pondered where the boundary between these two
motives lies. The historian has the similar problem of de-
lineating the points at which one motive or the other over-
rules. Meinecke concluded that the historian could not di-

sect precisely the experience of states or national leaders.

7Fr],edrlch Meinecke, Machiavellism: The Doctrine of
Raison D'Etat and Its Place In Modern History, trans.

Douglas Scott (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1962),
pp. 1-2.
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Often, actions are a blending of conflicting motives,
creating a blurred area which is neither completely moral,
nor completaly amoral. To Meinecke, this basic human di-
lemma reached its highest significance in the area of the
rule of states based on the principle of necessity of
state.18

Meinecke felt deeply this dilemma, both from a personal
as well as an historical point of view. He explained the
predicament which the historian finds when seeking an under-
standing of history:

Qur investigation resembles a stroll in the engulfing

maze of a garden which continually leads back to the

same point. This will happen to us once again when,

turning our gaze towards the entrance in one more fresh

attempt, we try to grasp the problem.19
As a historian, Meinecke felt drawn into a whirlpool, and he
concluded that the writer of history, when faced by the gulf
between what ought to be and the outcome of actual events,
cannot rely merely on his own reason to solve the problem.
He must "take the particular processes of the historical
world which he is supposed to elucidate, and let these
events be seen in the light of higher and more general
forces which are present behind and develop in these

20

events."

181pid., pp. 3-5.

191bid., pp. 7-8.

O1hid., p. 8.
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Meinecke did not believe the historian could determine
the essence of these higher forces but could only say he be-
holds in the historical world a bipolarity, with freedom at
one pole and necessity at the other. Moreover, the his-
torian must accept the disturbing fact that the world of
elemental forces and the world of the human mind are not
easily distinguished but frequently mingle in human actions.
To Meinecke, this became the dark mystery of historical life.
He commented that the historian who ponders these mysteries
is seized, at the same time, with wonder, perplexity, and
bewilderment.2

As this riddle of history was applied to affairs of
state, it asked how the state, which depends on law and
ethics for its existence, is often unable, because of the
demands of power, to abide by these standards in its be-
havior toward its citizens and toward other states. Neces-
sity of state is a timeless dynamic which grasps every state
and its leaders. For history, the question becomes in what
way statecraft is a historical necessity and in what way is
it capable of change and development by human choice. This
becomes a part of the larger task of modern historicism,
which is to grasp that which is individual and particular,
while at the same time perceiving the universal element.

Thus, a history of ideas attempts to perceive what creative

211pid., pp. 8-9, 11.
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thinkers discern in what has happened to them historically,
and how these thoughts create fresh new 1ife.%?

Meinecke began his survey of modern statecraft with
Niccold Machiavelli, whom he called the father of the modern
idea of necessity of state. Meinecke believed that
Machiavelli was basically a heathen. He also maintained
that through Machiavelli's idea that moral law could be
interdicted by the needs of politics, the forces of evil in
the world gained a foothold in the affairs of state. This
created a dualism of absolute and relative values. The
state was now free of the spiritual restraints which the
Middle Ages had imposed on political authority.23

Meinecke traced the connection of morality and necessity
in statecraft in the thought of political theorists such as
Jean Bodin, in the application of necessity of state in the
rule of Cardinal Richelieu in France, in the theory of abso-
lutism in the thought of Hugo Grotius and Thomas Hobbes, and
in the rule of Frederick the Great of Prussia. Meinecke
concluded that a thread of conflict had run through the po-
litical thought of the West from the Renaissance to modern
times--the conflict of the standards of natural law and the

realities of historical and political life.24

22
23

Ibid., pp. 13, 16, 19-21.

Ibid., pp. 38-39.

25Tbid., p. 343.
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When Meinecke came to a discussion of German political
and historical thought in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies, he found a strong impulse to reconcile the interests
of the state with the ethical standards of the West. This
required a new relationship between the ideal and real
worlds, and this was found in the idea of a divine presence
in the historical world. Every historical event serves to
achieve this divine presence in the whole of human history.
This was the accomplishment of Hegel, Fichte, Ranke, and
Treitschke. The result was that in Germany men discarded
the idea of a uniform natural law and began to emphasize a
diverse individuality, the manifestations of which carried
in them the life of the whole of human existence. Meinecke
considered Ranke the greatest genius of this historicist
tradition.25

In concluding his work, Meinecke admitted that the out-
come of World War I had called into question the tradition
of German historical thought from Hegel to Treitschke. He
concluded that in departing from the concept of natural law,
German historians had breached the unity of Western thought
which Germans had once held in common with other European
peoples. He further acknowledged the shortcomings of that
thought, namely that it tended to excuse the excesses of
power politics in the actions of the German state, clearing

the way for an ethics of force. Meinecke forthrightly

231bid., pp. 349, 361, 378.
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maintained that this false worship of the state in Germany

26
must cease.

Despite these weaknesses, Meinecke contended that the
German school of history had made an enduring contribution
to Western thought by showing how human life is a mysterious
mixture of mind and nature, connected, yet separated. As
such it delineates the problem of the modern mind, the
search for absolutes in the face of the skepticism induced
by man's historical experiences.27 Meinecke summarized his
feelings:

Within the horizon dominated by modern Man, there are
only two points at which the Absolute manifests itself
unveiled to his gaze: in the pure moral law on the one
hand, and in the supreme achievements of art on the
other. He can certainly also discern its effects in
his world in all kinds of other ways, but he cannot un-
ravel it from the veil of the temporal and transitory,
in which it is wrapped. In history we do not see God,
but only sense His presence in the clouds that surround
Him. But there are only tco many things in which God
and the devil are entwined together. One of the most
important of these . . . is raison d'état. Its char-
acter, since it re-entered human consciousness at the
beginning of modern history, has always been puzzling,
peremptory and seductive. Contemplation can never be-
come tired of gazing into its sphinx-1ike countenance,
and yet can never quite succeed in fathoming it. But
it can only appeal to the executive statesman that he
should always carry State and God together in his heart,
if he is not to let himself be overpowered by the

daemon (which he is still not quite capable of shaking
off completely).28

Meinecke's wish was not to be fulfilled, for what he

termed the demonic side of history came to the fore in the

201bid., pp. 424-26, 429.

271bid., p. 427.

281bid., p. 433.
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Nazi rule and the destruction of Germany in World War II.
The portent of this disaster was on the horizon in 1936 when

Meinecke published his third major work, Historism: The Rise

of a New Historical Consciousness. In this enlarged treat-

ment of a subject dealt with in two previous works, Meinecke
discussed the thought of the forerunners of historicism,
such figures as Lord Shaftesbury, Gottfried Leibnitz, and
Giambattista Vico. He summarized the general historical
outlook of the Enlightenment through the works of such
figures as Voltaire and Baron Montesquieu in France, and
David Hume, Edward Gibbon, and William Robertson of Great
Britain. Focusing on the German movement as the highest ex-
pression of the new historical consciousness, Meinecke
traced Its beginnings to Gotthold Lessing, Johann
Winckelmann, and Justus Mdser. Meinecke believed, however,
that Johann Gottfried Herder was the first to synthesize the
new outlook and that Johann Goethe had broadened that
synthesis. Leopold Ranke applied the synthesis to history.
In this work, Meinecke was more conscious than ever
about the crisis of historicism, which the events of the
twentieth century had brought. For this reason, he attempted
to re-define the German historical tradition and to identify
the positive characteristics in it. He called historicism
the second great achievement of German thought, with the
Reformation being the first. Meinecke defined historicism

as the substitution of an individual for a general view of
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historical life. Significantly, Meinecke commented that the
Reformation had pointed the way to the new outlcook by de-
fining the individual's relation to God. Drawing on this,
historicism set forth the relation of individual phenomena
in history to the whole of historical life.29

Meinecke believed the great mystery behind all his-
torical life was that events can be at once individual, yet
part of a universal context. The task of history as a dis-
cipline is to link together the ideal or universal with the
real or individual aspects of history. He wanted to find in
the appearances of history that which expresses the common
thread which runs through all humanity.30 Meinecke con-
cluded, "This lofty link, [between ideal and real] this
golden chain, is both universal and yet at every moment in-
dividual. And there are yet more links in it to be forged
in this our day and age.”31

As the foremost exponent of the Idealist approach in
the twentieth century, it is important to note how the work
of Meinecke forms a sequel to that of Herder and Ranke and
particularly in what ways Meinecke reflected the influence

of Luther, as Herder and Ranke had before him. This

question is more complex in Meinecke's case because he

9Meinecke, Historism, p. liv. In the translation of
Meinecke's work, Anderson employs the term historism. I
have preserved the more generally used term historicism.

3OIbid., pp. 509-10.

31hid., p. 510.
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belonged to a generation which tended toward an empirically
based explanation of history. Meinecke's treatment of his
sub ject is couched in more scientific language than earlier
Idealist writing, and the terms which characterized Idealist
history of another era are less noticeable in his work.
Nevertheless, the Idealist approach in Meinecke's history
shows his debt to Ranke and Herder, and through them, to
Luther.

Four factors of Meinecke's treatment of history connect
him to Luther and the Idealist past. First, Meinecke used
the two realms of reality as a basic concept of his work.
The earlier Idealists had called the two realms the ideal
and the real. Meinecke understood the ideal realm to be the
general or universal aspect of historical life. He pre-
ferred to use the term individual or specific to convey the
meaning of that real part of history which men can readily
grasp. In this dichotomy of historical life, Meinecke's
thought resembles closely Luther's approach to spiritual
life, as well as the philosophy of Herder and Ranke. What
Luther conceived of as the two kingdoms, cne of Christ and
the other of Satan, became in the thought of Meinecke an ap-
proach in which the universal and individual aspects of his-
torical reality acted and reacted constantly upon each other.

Secondly, Meinecke saw in history a spiritual conflict.
In his work on cosmopolitanism and nationalism, this conflict

was between universalism and patriotism. In Meinecke's
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treatment of Machiavellism, this conflict became a contest
between the Christian view of the moral state and the de~
monic force of power politics. In the work on historicism,
this tension was between the individual and the general view
of history. The vision of the great spiritual conflict of
good and evil, of Christ and Satan, which Luther had made
the spiritual basis of human life, and which influenced the
Idealist thought of Herder and Ranke, became again in
Meinecke's thought an approach to the understanding of human
history.

Thirdly, Meinecke came to view history as a maze, an
inexplicable riddle. Meinecke saw a blurred area between
the ideal and the real realms, where elements of the two
fused together in an often inseparable mixture. Luther's
vision of the hidden God, understood by faith, became in
Meinecke's thought the hidden meaning of the human past.

Fourthly, like Luther, who sought God in faith,
Meinecke moved beyond reason as a way to understand the
living past. He sought to bring his whole being into the
contemplation of history's meaning. Meinecke's history was
at once extremely personal and extremely universal because
he experienced in his soul the historical struggle of modern
man.

The tension in Meinecke's picture of the past, the
enigma of history which he defined, and the spiritual content

of the past which he traced gave his history a religious
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power and allowed him to bring the Idealist thought of an
earlier era to bear on the modern problem of nationalism and
history. Isaiah Berlin said of him:

This is the vision that communicates an almost re-

ligious fervour to his entire conception of history,

and infects his prose style; it derives from Herder and

Ranke, rather than his idolised master, the calm, un-

historical Goethe.32

Finally, there is the question of what Martin Luther,
through the Idealist historical tradition, has contributed
to history as a discipline, and what the Idealist mode has
to offer to history in our time. This question is important
because of the spiritual power which the Idealists exhibited
in their history and because of the influence they wielded
over the minds of their readers. They lived and worked in a
time when the craft of history was admired not only in aca-
demic circles but also by the general reading public. It is
important to note the source of their power.

The Idealists were generalists and not specialists.
They began with the specific and individual but always sought
to discover a universal view of things. Their search went
far beyond the when, where, or even the how and why of an
event or period in history. 1In the end, they longed to dis-
cover the spiritual meaning of an individual event, that is,
what it said about the universal destiny of mankind. The
basic problem behind all their writing was the question of

what in the human experience is related to God. Their

32Cited in Meinecke, Historism, p. xiv.
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definition of history took in the spiritual dimension of
man. This was the source of the religious and spiritual
power of Idealist history.

The Idealists focused on human thought in history.

They did this because they believed that thought conveyed
the spirit of the centuries to the present. Unlike the
Positivists, who claimed to produce a scientific history,
the Idealists made no such claims. If anything, they re-
nounced the effort to achieve an empirical understanding of
the past. In the absence of such knowledge, the Idealists
emphasized an understanding of ideas in history and how they
made their appearance in the human experience. An event
could never be reproduced exactly, but the leading idea of
an era could be understood by the perception of the
historian.

The Idealists brought a contemplative method to history.
Going beyond the mind, reason, and mere intellect, they
sought to experience with their whole being the living past
behind the documents and sources. They brought emotion,
will, experience, philosophy, and religion to bear on the
meaning of history. If history was spiritual in nature,
then it could best be understood by the human spirit in all
the breadth of its experience.

In our day of specialization, in our worship of the
methods of science, in our skepticism of transcendent values,

and in our search for a sophisticated secularity, history has
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become compartmentalized and limited in its scope. If his-
tory regains its rightful place as a form of thought, it
must reclaim as its province the universal experiences of
humanity. In this task, the vision of the Idealists can
provide a perspective with which to reflect on that which is
enduring in our Western concept of history. R. G.
Collingwood identified the essence of historical thought
when he wrote, "The only clue to what man can do is what man
has done. The value of history, then, is that it teaches us

what man has done and thus what man is.”33

33R. @. Collingwood, The Idea of History (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1946), p. 10.
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