
 

1 Understanding history
Hermeneutics and source-criticism 
in historical scholarship

Philipp Müller

In his private correspondence the German historian Johann Gustav Droysen did not
hesitate to call a spade a spade. Reflecting on the achievements of Leopold Ranke
who was already considered one of the most important founders of modern histor-
ical scholarship Droysen declared: ‘Unfortunately . . . because of Ranke and his
school we have become lost in what is called source-criticism whose entire feat
consists in asking whether a poor devil of an annalist has copied from another.’1

Because of Ranke’s influence Droysen felt he had a hard time convincing his fel-
low historians that the decisive part in studying history was not the verification but
the interpretation of the sources. In his letter he continued: ‘It has caused some
shaking of heads when I happily contended that the historian’s task was under-
standing or, if one prefers, interpreting.’2 By emphasizing the significance of inter-
pretation Droysen did not intend to neglect the merits of critical source-reading. As
a matter of fact, his ‘Historik’, a series of lectures where he explained the scholarly
principles of history, includes one of the most detailed accounts of the methods to
establish the credibility of historical documents that was ever written. But at the
same time, Droysen believed that history had to go beyond the mere collection of
true facts about the past and, in his eyes, this was exactly where his predecessors
had failed to develop a proper explanation of scholarly procedures. He especially
held Ranke responsible for a simplified image of history that did not recognize that
one could only gain historical knowledge through interpreting historical records.
As far as Droysen was concerned, Ranke’s search in the dust of the archives was
only the first step to be taken in order to reconstruct the past.3

This picture in which Droysen advances a more sophisticated outlook on history
while Ranke personifies the daily drudge of historical research by providing the
tools of source-criticism, however, neither does justice to the tradition of classical
scholarship and its techniques of textual criticism, nor does it correspond with the
actual practice of Ranke’s historical writing.4 Even if Ranke has often been credited
for having invented the critical methods of professional historical research his orig-
inality in that respect has been much exaggerated.5 What really distinguishes both
Ranke and Droysen is their treatment of historical facts as evidence of an object that
could only be grasped by a specific mental act which has become known as
‘Verstehen’ (understanding). Rather than just representing another technical issue,
understanding history took shape in the theory of hermeneutics and became the
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core procedure of the historian’s work not only in Germany but also in European
and North American historiography. In the following chapter, Ranke (1795–1886),
Droysen (1808–1884) and Wilhelm Dilthey (1833–1911), three main proponents
of hermeneutics in historical scholarship, will be discussed in order to give a picture
of the development of its basic structures in the nineteenth century.6 Although their
efforts differed considerably, each one of them contributed to the emergence of a
modern approach to interpreting historical sources with lasting effects far into the
1960s and beyond.

Humanism and textual criticism

In order to fully appreciate the idea of understanding and its meaning it is first neces-
sary to outline the development of critical source-reading before the nineteenth
century. The techniques of historical criticism were imported from other disci-
plines which developed the need to verify and secure information much earlier than
did historiography. Historians of the early modern period were more interested in
moral and rhetorical questions than in knowledge of the past for its own sake.
Classical philology, biblical criticism and modern jurisprudence, on the other hand,
were drawn into a sense of scholarship that forced them to base their knowledge on
reliable sources.

The humanists of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries began to consider the
established picture of the classical authors of antiquity as distorted. Until then the
tradition of the classics had been based on generations of handwritten copies which
had altered the texts either because their content did not correspond with the reli-
gious and moral beliefs of the copyists or because of mistakes in the process of
reproduction. As a consequence, humanists understood antiquity as a lost world
that had to be recovered from its remnants. Anything that was thought to belong to
the age of the Roman Empire or the Greek city-state (polis) was now considered to
be worthy of conservation. The humanists started to search for old manuscripts all
over Europe in order to retrieve the original form of Latin and Greek texts by com-
paring different copies to each other. They stressed that it was important to master
the old languages as an instrument to differentiate between original sections and
later changes.7 Although their inquiries were aimed at resurrecting an idealized pic-
ture of antiquity which, in itself, was not submitted to historical scrutiny, humanists
developed a new sense of tradition that worked its way through to sources without
accepting the form and content of the documents they found as given.

Even before these forms of criticism were introduced into the study of history
they were adopted in theology. Clerics of the seventeenth century published col-
lections of records and documents concerning the history of the church and began
to take an historical interest in Christian traditions. The critical reading of sources
led to new conclusions concerning the transmission of the texts of the Bible. For
example, in his ‘Histoire critique du vieux testament’ of 1678 Richard Simon, a
French clergyman, identified different layers of language in the Old Testament. He
pointed out that the sections which recounted the history of the flight of the people
of Israel from Egypt did not show a coherent structure. Arguing that the text
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included knowledge on events after Moses’ death Simon rejected the traditional
view which still took Moses to be the author. He concluded that instead of an orig-
inal account the Bible contained only a mangled version that was composed long
after the events had taken place and was produced by writers from different times
and backgrounds.8

In addition to philology and theology, textual criticism also made its way into
jurisprudence before it came to be regarded as a distinctive feature of historical
scholarship. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the status of the traditional
corpus of Roman law as a collection of texts that should govern contemporary juris-
diction was challenged. French critics like Guillaume Budé and Jean Bodin were
convinced that the original Roman law within the ‘Corpus iuris’ was buried under
medieval glosses and commentaries which had misunderstood the meaning of
ancient notions because they had not bothered to study the change of judicial insti-
tutions and terms.9 Again, the humanist tradition of textual criticism emphasized
the significance of primary sources and encouraged systematic vigilance for possi-
ble distortion. In order to detect mistakes of tradition, different versions of texts had
to be compared to each other, the verisimilitude of the textual content had to be
examined and the style and language checked.10

In Germany, historians adopted the practices of textual criticism in the late eight-
eenth century. Scholars like Johann Christoph Gatterer and August Ludwig
Schlözer conceived of history as an immanent process that reflected the course and
development of mankind. Academic historical studies increasingly began to define
themselves as a scientific discipline that was concerned with true knowledge of the
past that could be gained by reconstructing and studying primary sources.
Especially at the reform-minded universities of Göttingen and Halle the methods of
source-criticism were spelled out in systematic guidelines for historical research
and became a cornerstone of academic training.11 As a consequence, professional
historiography changed its character: rather than simply rewriting the accounts of
their predecessors historians were now supposed to produce historical knowledge
that was justified by verified information. While philology had used textual criti-
cism to restore the original wording of documents, history used the techniques of
restoration of texts to establish reliable knowledge of the past itself.12

Therefore, when Ranke famously proclaimed, that he wanted to show history ‘as
it actually was’, basing his historiography on the strict practice of textual criticism,
he was not a methodological revolutionary in source-reading.13 Rather, he followed
an already established path which had been prepared by classical philology, the his-
torians of the late enlightenment and recent historians of antiquity like Barthold
Georg Niebuhr.14 Ranke was familiar with the practices of textual criticism because
he was trained as a classical philologist. When he wrote the Histories of the
Romanic and Germanic Peoples in 1824, he included a critique of renaissance his-
torians in the appendix to his book. He aptly demonstrated that much of the historio-
graphy on early modern Europe had been led astray because it relied on traditional
authorities instead of primary sources.15 Although this was considered an astonish-
ing piece of work at the time – and earned Ranke an associate professorship at 
the University of Berlin in 1825 – his real historiographical achievements lie 
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elsewhere. For Ranke, source-criticism in itself could not reveal the meaning of
history: this could be achieved only when the historian went beyond the collection
of true facts about the past. In this respect, Ranke’s conception of historical studies
relied on a form of understanding which was not taken into consideration by critics
like Droysen.

Ranke and the claim to be objective

The historians of the enlightenment had not only transformed history into a disci-
pline that based its claims on empirical evidence, but had also reflected on the con-
nections between the sources and historical knowledge. In this respect, Gatterer
and Schlözer developed an approach that has been summarized as ‘pragmatic’ his-
toriography. They thought that professional historians should comprehend the his-
torical development as an effect that had to be explained by identifying appropriate
causes. The course of historical events was supposed to show a system of causal
connections that allowed the historian to form an account according to the notion of
rational progress.16 But in the early nineteenth century widespread doubts concern-
ing the ability of the human mind to discover the essence of reality made this con-
ception increasingly unacceptable. Ranke held that subsuming particular facts
under a general rule of rational progress did not lead to historical knowledge, but
was rather mere philosophical speculation.17 He agreed with the enlightenment his-
torians that history rested on a unified structure, but insisted that this structure could
not be reconstructed by notions of progress and reason. As he explained in one of
his lectures in the early 1830s, the historian had to develop a sense that was able to
see a whole emerging from the particular elements of past reality without reducing
it to formulas of abstract reasoning. The solution Ranke found already contained
many of the elements that were later conceptualized by Droysen as ‘Verstehen’
(understanding). In Ranke’s conception, however, understanding was closely tied
to his philosophical, religious and aesthetic convictions.18

Ranke’s outlook on history was originally shaped by philosophical and religious
studies during his student years. He was imbued with concerns that arose from 
his reading of Johann Gottlieb Fichte, Friedrich Schlegel and Friedrich
Schleiermacher (among others), who contributed to the philosophical underpin-
nings of Idealism and Romanticism.19 Ranke translated romantic concepts into the
epistemology of history and, thereby, combined the empirical techniques of
source-reading with an idealist point of view. According to the beliefs diffused by
the romantic school, the mundane structures of the human mind were not capable
of knowing the core of reality, since reality was thought of as being constituted by
the eternal creativity of God. As a consequence, rather than apprehending it in a
straightforward manner, the historian could deduce the divine origin of the past
only when he established a common thread between historical phenomena. Thus
for Ranke particular facts by themselves did not constitute historical knowledge
because their hidden nature was only revealed in their relationship to others. 

The attempt to find the overall connection between events was meant to provide
access to the inner essence of history. In Ranke’s opinion, the historian would 
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decipher the historical truth hidden within sources only when he recognized that
facts which appeared to be unconnected were in reality harmoniously connected
elements of general spiritual tendencies. He conceived the general content of the
past as the work of spiritual forces which could be discovered indirectly by infer-
ring from singular elements of historical reality to their common deeper ground.
This conception presupposed the unique mental capacity of the historian. Ranke
believed that one could develop mental capacities within oneself which reflected
the spiritual essence behind historical events. He declared: 

Since the character of all unity is spiritual, it can only be known by spiritual
perception. This is based on the correspondence of the rules according to
which the observing spirit proceeds, with those rules according to which the
perceived object shows itself.20

The concordance between knowing subject (the scholar) and the object to be known
(the subject of study) was based on the idea of developing an approach specifically
designed for historical studies. In order to discover the meaning of history, Ranke
suggested combining the principles of philosophy and poetry. Although he agreed
with its aims, Ranke blamed philosophy for constructing abstract categories that
ignored the limits of the human mind and, therefore, only pretended to show the
spiritual unity of reality. Poetry, on the other hand, was not concerned with the real
aspects of life and nature, but adopting its procedures could prove fruitful. Ranke
held that a poetic sense of synthesis could integrate the particular facts of the past
into a whole that did not represent an abstract notion but a unity of its own kind.21

The poetic formation of an image of past reality presupposed a mental creativity
within the historian and this corresponded with the hidden spiritual creativity he
thought lay within historical phenomena. For Ranke, expressing the particular ele-
ments of history in an aesthetic form could reveal the hidden general content of the
past because it reflected the spiritual principle of historical reality. Accordingly,
science and art did not exclude each other, but were rather constructed as comple-
mentary elements of historical knowledge.22 Ranke explained: 

One could be inclined to think that the beauty of form is only achievable at the
cost of truth. If this was the case the idea of combining science and art would
have to be abandoned as wrong. I am convinced of the opposite . . . A free and
great form can only arise out of that which has been completely apprehended
by the mind.23

Of course he maintained the emphasis on documentary discrimination of facts and
stressed the importance of a critical assessment of historical sources. But for
Ranke, the meaning of historical facts could only emerge from what the historian’s
sense of poetic synthesis had in common with the spiritual essence of reality.

From Ranke’s point of view, historical knowledge was thus the result of an inter-
play between subjective and objective forces. The historian should use his own cre-
ative capacities to seek what Ranke designated as the ‘ideas’ behind events. But
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rather than rendering historical knowledge subjective, Ranke asserted that the
sense of poetic synthesis was influenced by the spiritual content it was supposed to
reconstruct. For him, disclosing the historical ideas behind past events enabled one
to develop a sense of the general structure of history. By producing a coherent
image of the past the historian would purge himself from the mere subjective ele-
ments of his perception and form his mind according to the general truth he was dis-
covering. As Ranke’s conviction of the spiritual content of history rested on his
belief in the divine origin of reality, he conceived of historical research as a way to
harmonize the self and the world as it was created by God.24 ‘When we remove the
shell from things and turn out what is essential in them, it happens that in our own
being, essence, spiritual life, soul and the breath of god take wing.’25 Conceiving
history from that point of view led Ranke to believe in the objectivity of historio-
graphy. For him, historical knowledge was achieved if the historian transformed
his subjective point of view into an objective reverberation of ideas hidden 
underneath the appearances of historical changes. According to his religious and
philosophical convictions he was convinced of the possibility of submerging the
subject into the object by the means of historical understanding: 

My happiness is to observe the world, past and present, from this point on
which I stand, and to absorb it into myself, insofar as it is congruent with me 
. . . Often one is hardly aware of having a personality any more. One no longer
has an ego. The eternal father of all things, who gives life to all, draws us to
Him without resistance.26

Ranke’s rejection of abstract definitions prevented him from casting his reflections
into an elaborated theory of historical knowledge. Apart from occasional state-
ments in essays and letters he developed his practice of source-reading and under-
standing within his empirical historical writing. Droysen’s distorted picture of
Ranke as being uniquely concerned with source-criticism can partly be explained
by Ranke’s reluctance to spell out his theoretical assumptions. But more important
than his silence in this respect are the differences between Ranke’s and Droysen’s
historical approaches themselves.

Droysen and the theory of historical understanding

Droysen conceived of academic historiography as having a social task that 
consisted in forming a subject capable of taking on the responsibilities of a modern
citizen.27 He was convinced that the study of history could change the habits of his
contemporaries if it was not left to antiquarians who were only concerned with 
collecting records from a distant past. For Droysen, the sources themselves could
not yield historical knowledge; they stood for the past rather than what he concep-
tualized as history in its full meaning:

Those who consider it to be the highest task of the historian that he does not add
anything of his own thinking, but simply lets the facts speak for themselves, do
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not see that the facts themselves do not speak except through the words of
someone who has seized and understood them.28

Droysen considered sources to be the indispensable basis of history; but in his eyes,
they only revealed their significance if they were interpreted by the historian.

Droysen pointed out that historical knowledge had to be based on traces of 
the past that were still accessible in the contemporary world.29 He proposed classi-
fying these traces according to the character of their relation to the present. In 
his conception, the term ‘remains’ (Überreste) encompassed all kinds of traces 
of human actions that had not been intended to make the past known to the 
future. ‘Remains’ had been originally part of the daily life of the past without 
being designed for the purpose of historical tradition. According to Droysen, 
institutions and works of art, for example, could deliver historical information, 
but their existence did not depend on the intention of letting people in the future
know what had happened in the past. ‘Sources’ (Quellen) in the proper sense, on 
the contrary, were the result of an effort to constitute historical memory. Any 
kind of writing on contemporary or recent affairs, from saga to chronicle, origi-
nated from the intention of recording events for times to come. ‘Sources’ in
Droysen’s usage of the term did not accidentally reflect the past, but already trans-
lated it into some kind of a meaningful story that was supposed to be transmitted to
future generations.30

In both cases, however, the records required further work:

The result of critical source-reading by itself would not be anything like living
reality; the bricks of a building put side by side are only the bricks not the build-
ing . . . they are only particular elements which do not give an image of the
whole.31

Both have their difficulties: ‘remains’ reflect the purpose for which they were made
but reveal nothing about their function and influence within a larger context, while
‘sources’ – though designed to establish clear meaning – are construed from a 
specific point of view, one that is entangled in the beliefs and aims of the writer of
the past. Only when brought into an interpretative frame-work set up from a retro-
spective, historical point of view can ‘remains’ and ‘sources’ be turned into what
Droysen understood to be historical information. He believed that the perspective
of the present on the past enabled the historian to overcome the limits of the sources
by integrating them into an interpretation of history.32

According to Droysen, rather than restricting themselves to the literal meaning
of the sources, historians should seek to uncover the mental content embodied in
the facts and events documented by written texts, monuments and so on. In his con-
ception, history was interested in aspects of reality which had been shaped by the
human mind. Historians, therefore, should be concerned with the results of
thoughts and plans of the past which had found expression in historical actions.33

Despite this interest in the way historical actors thought, Droysen distinguished
between historical interpretation and psychological interpretation. Whereas the 
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latter focused on the personal motives of individuals, historical interpretation was
concerned with larger historical forces. Understanding actions psychologically
meant tracing them back to the character and personality of individuals; historical
understanding, as Droysen explained, was based on the belief that the human will
depends on the world of which it is part and, therefore, has to be perceived as some-
thing beyond the mere outcome of psychological motives. Droysen was convinced
that historical epistemology could be based on the existence of a chain of general
ideas behind individual thinking, which gave particular thoughts and motives their
meaning.34 This concept was the key to the hermeneutic character of Droysen’s 
theory of history and reading sources. Understanding history meant interpreting
particular phenomena as part of a whole, a whole that was constructed by the histo-
rian in order to determine their historical significance.35

Droysen asked himself whether presupposing a general connection of ideas
within history could be methodologically justified. In his eyes, the present had to be
perceived as the current result of the historical development of the past. For that 
reason, he did not accept the charge that the historian’s assumption of a general
spiritual content behind individual historical phenomena rested on mere subjective
imagination. Rather, he argued that the capacities the historian employed to 
reconstruct the past could not be alien to their subject since they were as much con-
ditioned by the process of history as anything else. Indeed, the idea of a general
spiritual development buried within the traces of the past, which historians formed
during the process of interpretation, was itself the consequence of historical 
tradition. ‘The historian’s question is the result of the entire mental content that we
have unconsciously collected within ourselves and transformed into our own sub-
jective world.’36 Since studying history meant using mental capacities which were
the result of history, historical knowledge could rely on a tacit connection between
the historian’s perspective and history itself.

This conception of understanding also affected the aim of historical studies. If
historiography was unconsciously shaped by history, historical scholarship was not
only the discovery of the past as it ‘essentially’ had been. It was also an effort to
deepen the capacity for historical knowledge by revealing its relation with histori-
cal development.37 In this respect, Droysen’s endeavour departed significantly
from Ranke. Whereas Ranke had proposed reconstructing history according to an
eternal divine principle, Droysen wanted to establish an evolutionary principle of
history that could make progress possible.38 The historical ideas behind the 
individual phenomena of the past were for him expressions of ‘ethical powers’ 
(sittliche Mächte) embodied in the form of language, art, religion, law and the state.
While interpreting the records of the past, the historian was supposed to follow their
progressive development: 

The interpretation of ideas . . . demands . . . one not only to see: this is how the
idea of the state, the church, the law etc. has been perceived at a certain point
but also: this is how they progressed until then, this is the point they reached
within the overall movement of ideas, because only within this continuity they
can be understood.39
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Whereas Ranke denied the possibility of discerning the spiritual tendency within
historical phenomena as a progressive development, for Droysen this was a deci-
sive part of his effort to reveal the hidden relationship between the subject (the
scholar) and object of historical knowledge (the topic being studied).

Droysen’s determination to study the development of ethical powers was closely
tied to what he conceived as the purpose of historical scholarship. If the mind of the
present was constituted by the development of historical ideas over time, and if those
ideas were by nature progressive, historical knowledge was meant to reveal a wider
principle of historical evolution: it was not only significant for knowing the past, but
it could also offer orientation within the contemporary world. By revealing the his-
torical nature of one’s own thinking, Droysen hoped to give the individual who stud-
ied the past a sense of his place in his own time, and to stimulate historical
development through the enhancement of social and collective powers. The wider
goal of historical inquiry was to make the subject of historical knowledge aware of
the historical meaning of his thoughts and ideas, in order to develop a sense of his
position and function within a historical continuum stretching into the future.40 For
Droysen, understanding history meant recognizing that selfhood was constituted by
an evolutionary principle of history which – once it was fully grasped – enabled the
individual to transcend his current situation in order to carry on the tradition of
progress. Historical studies were meant to highlight this continuity as the essence of
history, with the purpose of ensuring its further development: ‘The idea itself strives
to an ever new expression, its existence is to become and to grow . . . Its deployment
is the becoming and growing of history, history is the progressing . . . growth of the
ideas.’41 By revealing the presence of the past within the contemporary way of study-
ing history, Droysen thus claimed that the acquisition of historical knowledge was
ultimately driven by the same notion of progress as historical development itself. As
a consequence, from Droysen’s point of view, understanding history was synony-
mous with eventually fulfilling the task of advancing the cause of mankind.42

For that reason, Droysen severely criticized the proposal of historians like Henry
Thomas Buckle who wanted to model historical knowledge on the natural sci-
ences.43 According to Droysen, the general content within particular historical phe-
nomena could not be cast into a law of history that resembled its counterparts in
physics or chemistry. Rather than causing the reproduction of a fixed set of occur-
rences, he conceived general ideas as being constituted by a constant evolution and
which, as a result, could not be comprehended as a permanent structure. Droysen
believed that understanding history would help the task of revealing both true
knowledge of the past and self-knowledge by fusing them within a human science.
In that respect, ideas similar to Droysen’s were enlarged and systematized by
Wilhelm Dilthey.

Dilthey and understanding as the core of the human sciences

Dilthey combined a strongly developed sense for philosophical questions with exten-
sive research on the history of literature, historiography and general intellectual his-
tory. His main interest was to develop a scientific foundation for the humanities,
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coining the term ‘Geisteswissenschaften’ (literally translated as: ‘sciences of spirit’)
with his Introduction to the Human Sciences in 1883.44 Throughout his work he relied
on notions of the German concept of Bildung which were already present in the
approaches Ranke and Droysen developed. The meaning of Bildung is not covered by
literal translations like ‘education’. Rather than describing a process of acquiring a
pre-given catalogue of knowledge or skills, Bildung aimed at the combination of
knowledge and personal self-formation that was expressed by the notion of under-
standing.45 Accordingly, Ranke did not simply want to establish objective knowledge
of the past, but believed that historical studies changed the mental capacities of indi-
viduals. Droysen held that history had an educational responsibility which surpassed
the discovery of the truth about the past, because it aimed to orient his fellow citizens
in the contemporary world. In both of these approaches, gaining historical knowledge
was linked with self-formation because it developed the individual’s capacity for
self-determined thinking and acting. As such, along with neo-humanist intellectuals
like Wilhelm von Humboldt, key proponents of German history turned Bildung into
an ideal conduct of life that was independent from external constraints because it fol-
lowed an internally motivated concordance with the principles of reality.46

Dilthey elaborated on these characteristics of historical studies in a theory of 
the humanities which was supposed to justify their independent existence as a 
‘science’. He argued that the natural sciences constructed an object by abstracting
from their own perspective, whereas the human sciences focused on the subjective
dimensions of the experience of objects. Dilthey thus made a distinction between
‘understanding’, which was the appropriate method for the human sciences, and
‘explanation’, a method used in the natural sciences: 

We explain nature, but we understand the life of the soul . . . This determines a
huge difference in the methods we use when we study . . . history and society
from the methods which have led to the knowledge of nature.47

For Dilthey, understanding could rely on a mental relationship inherent in the expe-
rience of living itself. Whereas the natural sciences approached their objects from
the outside, the human sciences focused on the idea that every experience rested on
the existence of a mental frame inside the human subject.48 Having an experience
presupposed a web of beliefs, ideas, sentiments which gave each particular instance
of experience its meaning. The method of understanding used this idea in two ways.
First, the interpretation of the historical world was itself an experience which relied
on the mental frame of the interpreting subject. Second, understanding treated the
traces of the past as the ‘objectification’ of particular experiences of others which
were themselves related to an inner mental frame.49 The process of understanding
was designed to show that the two forms of mental composition were connected.

Dilthey differentiated between different forms of Verstehen: elementary 
understanding read the expressions of mental life backwards from the outcome 
to its source; re-experiencing, on the other hand, constituted a higher form of 
understanding. His explanation of re-experiencing relied on a circular form of 
reasoning: according to Dilthey, any mental experience represented a part of the
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psychological whole of a subject. Every particular experience derived its meaning
from the overall composition of a mind and, in turn, every instance of experience
had significance for the whole. Since the historian had no direct access to the men-
tal composition of those he studied, he had to start by taking his own life-experience
as a point of comparison. From there, the meaning of an expression of experience
of others could then be inferred by way of analogy. Using one’s own ideas, convic-
tions and sentiments as a starting-point, re-experiencing meant reconstructing the
web of experience of others by enforcing or weakening the elements of one’s own
inner being and by critically comparing the other person’s expression of mental
experience with one’s own manner of expressing a supposedly similar experi-
ence.50 Although this process was not supposed to ever accomplish an actual re-
creation of another person’s mind, Dilthey held that it enabled one to understand
the historical traces of the human world.

For Dilthey, the circle of reasoning in understanding and re-experiencing was
not a vicious circle one had to get out of. Rather, he argued that the mental origin of
historical life should be treated as a part of the tradition which had eventually
formed the historian’s own contemporary situation including his perspective on
other minds. Consequently, as in Ranke’s and in Droysen’s conceptions, the sub-
ject of historical knowledge and inquiry was not to be construed as external or sep-
arated from its object of study. Rather, understanding meant recognizing that
subject and object were internally connected through history. Understanding 
particular historical expressions of the soul was supposed to activate the common
features of the human mind within oneself. Eventually, this would lead to the com-
prehension of a general structure of historical continuity which Dilthey summa-
rized as the ‘objective spirit’. Because subject and object appertained to the same
sphere of human activity (Wirkungszusammenhang) within the ‘objective spirit’,
the effort of understanding was already a part of what was to be understood.51

Dilthey declared: 

From this world of objective spirit the self receives sustenance from the earli-
est childhood, it is the medium in which the understanding of other people and
their expressions take place. For everything in which the mind has objectified
itself contains something held in common by the I and the Thou.52

Accordingly, the circle of understanding, for Dilthey, constituted the possibility of
becoming aware of the interrelationship between the present and the past which
determined the meaning of one’s own thinking. Instead of trying to recognize the
presence of God in one’s own soul (as Ranke) or to proof the tradition of historical
progress (as Droysen), Dilthey wanted to develop a system of the human sciences
in order to show the historicity of the human mind.

Conclusion

Within nineteenth-century history, the notion of Verstehen brought together 
two different attitudes towards history which had long been separated in earlier 
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historiographical traditions. Antiquarians had been concerned with collecting rem-
nants of past times, while philosophical historians had dealt with the general sense
of historical development.53 Around 1800, scholars began to combine the quest for
the meaning of history with a need for reliable documents which could back up their
arguments. Historians adopted the techniques of textual criticism from other disci-
plines to base their accounts on verifiable facts, and they developed new ways of
integrating them into a coherent account of the past. 

As a consequence, historiography increasingly had to sustain its claims by docu-
mentary research. And at the same time, leading scholars like Ranke and Droysen
conceptualized history as the embodiment of spiritual forces beneath the particular
historical facts. The spiritual content of history was not concerned with individual
psychological motives, but rather with the historical ideas which dominated the
thoughts and beliefs of an age. It was the business of historians to find the common
mental ground which was taken as the origin of past events, by relying on their
capacity to detect connections between the facts as they were documented in the
historical record. In the eyes of Ranke, Droysen and Dilthey, the historian’s
endeavour was justified because the subjective mental forms used when construct-
ing historical ideas were themselves determined by the tradition of the past that was
under scrutiny. The emphasis on Verstehen in the historical thought of the nine-
teenth century has often been denounced as embodying a naïve theory of empathy
which supposed that historians could feel themselves into the past by effacing their
own subjectivity. Yet, the aim of historical understanding – as it was conceived by
their main proponents – was not mental contemporaneity or self-forgetfulness, but
rather to combine the acquisition of factual knowledge with a way of deepening and
forming the scholar’s selfhood.

Understanding and source-criticism had formed the backbone of historical
scholarship in European and North American historiography since the beginning of
its academic institutionalization in the second half of the nineteenth century.54 One
of the most famous theoretical reflections on the issues involved in interpreting his-
torical documents was presented in the 1930s by Robin G. Collingwood, who
developed his concept of re-enacting the thoughts of the past by carefully review-
ing his predecessors of the nineteenth century.55 From the early 1960s onward,
however, concerted efforts to transform academic historiography into a historical
social science struck a serious blow to the notion of understanding as the core of
historical studies. Reform-minded social historians were critical of the way in
which the concept of Verstehen had prompted generations of scholars to be
uniquely concerned with highbrow intellectual history, and had barred them from
taking the social contexts of ideas properly into account.

Critics like Arthur Danto, Louis Mink and Hayden White on the other hand
insisted that historical studies should be independent of the theoretical efforts
advanced in the social sciences and recast ‘understanding’ as the inescapable 
narrative dimension of historical accounts.56 Even though today only few historians
would claim to interpret historical records in the tradition of Ranke, Droysen 
and Dilthey, many of their ideas either survived or have recently been reinvented 
by historians who adopt and practise anthropological and micro-historical
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approaches. The methodological call to reconstruct past events from the perspec-
tive of historical actors, and to deduce the meaning of their particular practices from
the whole of their culture (rather than assuming a social structure of which contem-
poraries were not aware) still points back to the concept of combining source-
criticism and hermeneutics as it was developed within the historical studies of the
nineteenth century. 
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