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THE HISTORICAL IMAGINATION
BETWEEN METAPHOR AND IRONY

«*§ Introduction
Nineteenth-century European culture displayed everywhere a rage for a
realistic apprehension of the world. The term "realistic/' of course, meant
something other than a "scientific'' comprehension of the world, although
certain self-designated "realists," such as the Positivists and Social Darwin
ists, identified their "realism" with the kind of comprehension of natural
processes which the physical sciences provided. Even here, however, the term
"realism" had connotations which suggested that more was involved than a
simple application of "scientific method" to the data of history, society, and
human nature. For, in spite of their generally "scientistic" orientation, the
"realistic" aspirations of nineteenth-century thinkers and artists were
informed by an awareness that any effort to understand the historical world
offered speciaPproblems, difficulties not presented in the human effort to
comprehend the world of merely physical process.
The most important of these problems was created by the fact that the
student of the historical process was enclosed within it or involved in it in a
way that the student of the natural process was not. There was a sense in
which one could legitimately maintain that man was both in nature and
outside it, that he participated in the natural process, but that he could also
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transcend that process in consciousness, assume a position outside it, and view
the process as manifested in those levels of natural Integration which were
demonstrably non- or prehuman. But, when it came to reflection on history,
only man of all the beings of nature appeared to have a history; for all
practical purposes, the "historical process" existed only in the form of a generally human process. And, since "humanity" constituted the sole conceivable
manifestation of that process which was called "historical," it seemed impossible to make about the process as a whole generalizations of the sort that
one could legitimately make about "nature" in its purely physical, chemical,
and biological dimensions. "Realism" in the natural sciences could be identified with the "scientific method" developed since Newton at the latest for the
analysis of natural processes. But what a '"realistic" conception of history
might consist of was as much a problem as the definition of such similarly
illusive terms as "man," "culture," and "society." Each of the most important cultural movements and ideologies of the nineteenth century—Positivism, Idealism, Naturalism, (literary) Realism, Symbolism, Vitalism, Anarchism, Liberalism, and so on—claimed to provide a more "realistic"
comprehension of social reality than its competitors. Even the Symbolist
contention that "the world is a forest of symbols" and the Nihilist denial of
cc.ifidence in any possible system of thought were attended by aigumcnrs on
behalf of the "realistic" nature of their world views.
To be a "realist" meant both to see things dearly, as they really were,
and to draw appropriate conclusions hom this dear apprehension of reality
for the living of a possible life on its basis. As thus envisaged, claims to an
essential "realism" Jwere at once epistemological and ethical. One might
stress the purely analytical or perceptual nature of one's "realism," as the
Impressionist painters did, or the moral and prescriptive implications of
one's clarity of vision, as did the so-called Neo-Machiavellians in political
theory, such as Treitschke. But the claim to represent a "realistic" position
on any matter entailed defense of that position on at least two grounds,
epistemological and ethical.
From our vantage point in the eighth decade of the twentieth century, we
can now see that most of the important theoretical and ideological disputes
that developed in Europe between the French Revolution and World War I
were in reality disputes over which group might claim the right to determine of what a "realistic" representation of social reality might consist. One
man's "reality" was another man's "utopia," and what appeared to be the
quintessence of a "realistic" position on one issue might represent the quintessence of "naivete" from a different perspective of that same issue. What is
most interesting about this whole period, considering it as a finished drama
of inquiry and expression, is the general authority which the notion "realism" itself commanded. For every age, even the most fideistic, such as the
Medieval period, gains its integral consistency from the conviction of its own
•^•rantfoa f-n lenow "realitv" and to react to its challenges with appropriately
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"realistic" responses. The express desire to be "realistic/' then, must reflect
a specific conception not so much of what the essence of "realism" is "as of
what it means to be "unrealistic." The problematics of a "realistic" approach
to reality are much the same as those contained in the notions of "sanity"
and "health." Such notions are more easily defined by what men of a given
time and place recognize as their opposites, "madness" and "sickness." So.
too, the specific content of a given age's conception of "realism" is more easily
defined by what that age as a whole took to be "unrealism" or "utopianism."
And, when it is a matter of trying to- characterize the historical thinking of an
age in which many different conceptions of "historical realism" were contending for hegemony, it is necessary to ask what it was that these different conceptions of "realism" agreed upon as "unrealism" or "utopianism"
in historical thinking in genera].
Nineteenth-century historical theorists generally agreed that the principal
forms of historical thought of the period which immediately preceded them
—that is, those of the Enlightenment—provided models of the dangers confronting any historical theory that claims the authority of a "realistic"
world view. This is not to say that they rejected out of hand the entire
historiographical productivity of Enlightenment thinkers. In fact, certain of
the philosoph.es, and most notably Voltaire, contniiieu Lo exercise a profoaad
influence during the period of Romanticism, and Voltaire himself was
regarded as sn ideal worthy of emulation by even as Romantic a historian as
Michelet. Nonetheless, in general, what nineteenth -century historical
thought aspired to in the way of a "realistic" historiography can best be
characterized in terms of what it objected to in its eighteenth-century predecessors. And what it objected to most in Enlightenment historiography was
its essential irony, just as what it objected to most in its cultural reflection
was its skepticism.
It did not, be it noted, object to what is usually regarded as the principal
characteristic of Enlightenment philosophy of history—that is to say, its
presumed "optimism" and the doctrine of progress which usually accompanied it. For historical thinkers during the greater part of the nineteenth
century were as interested as their eighteenth-century counterparts had been
in providing the bases for belief in the possibility of "progress" on the one
hand and some kind of justification for historical "optimism" on the other.
For most of them, the concept of "progress" and the feeling of "optimism"
were compatible with the "realistic" world view to which they hoped to
contribute through their historical writings. For them, the important point
was that the concept of progress and its accompanying optimism had not yet
been provided with adequate cognitive justification. Some of them—most
notably, Tocqueville and Burckhardt—feared that such justification could
never be provided, and consequently a somewhat soberer tone pervades their
work than that which we find in more sanguine spirits such as Michelet (in
his early works) and Marx (in all of his).
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In general, then, the "realism" of nineteenth-century historical thought
consists in its search for adequate grounds for belief in progress and optimism
in the full awareness of the failure of eighteenth<entury historical thinkers
to provide those grounds. If one is to understand the specific nature of nineteenth-century historical realism, considered as the matrix of shared beliefs
that make of the different schools of historical thought of that time inhabitants of a single universe of discourse, one must specify the nature of the
eighteenth century's failure in historical thinking. This failure, I will argue,
did not consist in a lack of scholarly achievement—that is to say, a failure of
learning—or in an inadequate theory of historical reflection. Rather, it consisted in the Ironic mode in which both scholarly inquiry and theoretical
syntheses were cast by the Enlightenment's outstanding historical thinkers.

««§ The Dialectics of Enlightenment Historiography
Eighteenth-century historical reflection originated in an attempt to apply
Metonymical strategies of reduction to the data of history in such a way as to
justify belief in the possibility of a human community conceived in the
Syneedochic mode. To put it another way, the Enlightenment attempted to
justify an Organicist conception of the ideal human community on the basis
of an analysis of social process which was essentially Mechanistic in nature.
It thus criticized society in the light of an ideal that was moral ^nd valuative, but it pretended to base that criticism on a purely causal analysis of
historical processes. As a consequence, the end to which historical representation was meant to contribute was inconsistent with the means actually used
in the construction of historical narratives. The result of this conflict between
the means of historical representation and the end to which it was meant to
contribute was to drive thought about history into a position that was overtly
and militantly Ironic. What started out as a creative tension in early Enlightenment historical thinking, between Comic and Tragic conceptions of the
plot of history, between Mechanistic and Organicist conceptions of its
processes, and between the Conservative and Radical implications that might
be drawn from these, gradually degenerated into an ambiguity, and ultimately an ambivalence, concerning all the principal problems of both historiograph ical representation and general social goals. By the last quarter of
the eighteenth century, this ambivalence had been transformed into Irony,
which expressed itself in a historical epistemology that was Skeptical in the
extreme and in an ethical attitude, generated by Skepticism, that was manifestly relativistic. By the end of the Enlightenment, such thinkers as Gibbon,
Hume, and Kant had effectively dissolved the distinction between history
and fiction on which earlier thinkers such as Bayle and Voltaire had based
their historiographical enterprises. It was against this "fictionalization" of
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history, this Ironic stance before the "scientific" tasks which early eighteenthcentury historians had set for themselves, that Herder, Burke, and the
Stiirmer und Dranger rebelled. But, before this rebellion can be understood,
the tropological dynamics of the historiographical tradition to which it stood
opposed must first be revealed.

t*£j The Conventional Conceptions of Historiography
In the eighteenth century, thinkers conventionally distinguished among three
kinds of historiography: fabulous, true, and satirical. Fabulous historiography
was conceived to be a product of pure invention; facts were made up and
presented sub specie historiae, but in order to entertain or delight by giving
to what imagination desired to believe the aspect of an actuality. Needless to
say, to thinkers such as Bayle and Voltaire, this kind of histoire romanesque
was beneath contempt, unfit for a scholar to write or a serious man to read.
Truth was what the historian dealt in, and nothing but the truth—so the
theory ran. As Bayle said in his Historical Dictionary:
History, generally speaking, is the most difficult composition that an author can
undertake, or pne of the most difficult. It requires a great judgment, a noble, clear
and concise style, a good conscience, a perfect probity, many excellent materials,
and the art of placing them in good order, and above all things, the power of resisting the instinct of religious zeal, which prompts us to cry down what we think to
be true. [I, 170]
I observe that truth being the soul of history, it is an essential thing for a historical
composition to be free from lies; so that though it should have all other perfections, it will not be history, but a mere fable or romance, if it want truth. [173]
The historian, then, had to cleave to the truth, insofar as humanly possible,
avoiding the "fabulous" at all costs, inventing nothing not justified by the
facts, and suppressing his own prejudices and party interests lest he throw
himself open to the charge of slander. As Bayle said,
The corruption of manners has hv&n so great, as well among those who have lived
in the world, as among those who have lived out of it, that the more a person
endeavors to give faithful and true relations, the more he runs the hazard of composing only defamatory libels. ["History and Satire"]
y
cynicism should not go unnoted. Bayle is suggesting that any
merely truthful account of mankind is liable to take on the appearance of a
slander simply "because the usual run of mankind is more likely to be ignoble
than noble, and that the truth itself is therefore more than likely to tske on
the aspect of a calumny.
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Voltaire, writing a generation later, took the same tack: "History," he said,
"is the recital of facts represented as true. Fable, on jfoe contrary, is the recital
of facts represented as fiction" (Works, X, 61). It is all quite symmetrical.
Yet Voltaire drew the line between tfre truthful representation of human
errors and folly and histories written to calumniate through falsification.
Referring to some "fraudulent memoires" (published under the name of
Madame de Maintenon) which had recently appeared, Voltaire remarked:
Almost even- page is polluted by false statements and abuse of the royal family and
other leading families of the kingdom, without the author's making the smallest
probability to give a color to his calumnies. This is not writing history; it is writing
slanders which deserve the pillory. [Phil, diet.. Works, X, 86-87]
In works such as his own Philosophy of History, of course, Voltaire was not
above slanting the facts or his comments on them in the interest of the cause
for which he labored, which was that of truth against untruth, reason against
folly, and enlightenment against superstition and ignorance. But here the
polemical interest was manifest, and his reflections on world history took on
the aspect of a critical essay rather than a scholarly inquiry into what the
truth of the facts was. The facts were used merely as occasions for pointing
to the more general truths which VbSbDze rental io lay bcfuic his readers
in an appropriately colored form.
It is quite otherwise with a work like Voltaire's History of Charles XII.
Here, too, 'Cur facia v<e;t used LO substantiate the proposition that it is "folly"
for a ruler, however powerful and talented, to seek "glory" through conquest
and battle. As Lionel Gossman has pointed out, this history was written as
a "mock epic," which means that in it the events which made up Charles's
life were conceived to figure a near-tragedy, a tragedy which misfired
because of the essential "folly" of the aims that motivated the protagonist.
And Voltaire never missed a chance to comment on the essential folly of
what might be called Charles's project or quest, or to figure it in images that
suggest as much to the reader without explicitly saying it. Nonetheless, the
facts were treated as a structure of objective relationships which the historian
may not violate. One may draw a number of different conclusions from the
consideration of a given body of facts, Voltaire admitted; but the establishment of the facts, the truth of the facts, he insisted, must be kept quite
distinct from the truths—moral, aesthetic, and intellectual—one seeks to
derive from reflection on the facts, so that one will not be accused of writing
a "fabulous" or a "satirical" history, but praised for writing a "true" one.
There is, of course, an ambiguity contained in the juxtaposition of "truthful" history to "fabulous" history on the one hand and to "satirical"
historiography on the other. It seems to suggest that there are three species of
the genus "history-writing," two improper and one proper, the differences
among which are self-evident. In reality, however, it is obvious that a fourth
kind of historical consciousness must be presupposed if the distinctions made
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are to be admitted as proper—that is to say, a metahistorical consciousness
that stands above, and adjudicates among, the claims which the three kinds
of historiography (fabulous, satirical, and truthful) might make upon the
reader. In short, the very distinction among three kinds of his tor)'-writing,
conceived not in terms of an opposition of the perfectly truthful to the
totally invented but as different mixtures of truth and fancy, represents the
positive gain in historical consciousness—an advance over the historical consciousness of the previous age—to which the Enlightenment may legitimately
lay claim.
The Enlightenment's own posture vis-a-vis historical writing in general was
Ironic. It not only used historical knowledge for party or polemical purposes
—as all previous ages had done—but did so in full consciousness of the possibility of a choice between so using it and practicing it for its own sake or,
as it is said, for itself alone. This writing of history in the service of truth
itself was practiced by the great antiquarian historians of the eighteenth
century, Ludovico Antonio Muratori and la Curne de Sainte-Palaye, the
outstanding exponents of philological historiography, who were concerned
above all with the editing and critical assessment of documents on scientific principles. But the critical principles on the basis of which moml and
intellectual truths might be derived from the study of chronicles or annals,
themselves established as reliable accounts of "what had happened" in the
past on "scientific" principles, had not been theoretically established by the
great antiquarians.
The rationalists of the Enlightenment—Bayle, Voltaire, Montesquieu,
Hume, Gibbon, and Kant—and that eccentric arationalist, Giambattista
Vico, recognized the need for the critical, which is to say metahistorical,
principles by which the general truths derived from contemplation of past
facts in their individuality and concreteness could be substantiated on
rational grounds. That they failed to provide such principles was not the
result of their method of thinking but of the matter of it. The eighteenth
century lacked an adequate psychological theory. The philosophes needed a
theory of human consciousness in which reason was not set over against
imagination as the basis of truth against the basis of error, but in which
the continuity between reason and fantasy was recognized, the mode of
their relationship as parts of a more genera] process of human inquiry into a
world incompletely known might be sought, and the process in which fantasy or imagination contributed as much to the discovery of truth as did
reason itself might be perceived.
The Enlighteners believed that the ground of all truth was reason and its
capacity to judge the products of sensory experience and to extract from
such experience its pure truth content against what the imagination wished
that experience to be. Thus, as Voltaire maintained in his Philosophy of
History, it appeared to be a simple matter to distinguish between the true and
the false in history. One had only to use common sense and reason to dis-
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tinguish between the truthful and the fabulous, between the products of
sensory experience as governed by reason and sucl^/products as they appeared
under the sway of the imagination^ in the historical record. One could
thereby separate the truthful from the fabulous elements, and then write a
history in which only the truthful elements would be treated as the "facts"
from which more general—intellectual, moral, and aesthetic—truths could
be derived.
This meant that whole bodies of data from the past—everything contained
in legend, myth, fable—were excluded as potential evidence for determining
the truth about the past—that is to say, that aspect of the past which such
bodies of data directly represented to the historian trying to reconstruct a
life in its integrity and not merely in terms of its most rationalistic manifestations. Because the Enlighteners themselves were devoted to reason and interested in establishing its authority against the superstition, ignorance, and
tyranny of their own age, they were unable to credit as anything more than
testimony to the essential irrationality of past ages those documents in which
those ages represented their truths to themselves, in myths, legends, fables,
and the like. Vico alone in his time perceived that the historical problem
was precisely that of determining the extent to which a purely "fabulous"
or "mythical" apprehension of the world might be adequate, by any criterion
x>t rationality, as a basis for understanding a specific kind of historical life and
action.
The problem, as Vico saw it, was to uncover the implicit rationality in
even the most irrational of human imaginings, insofar as such imaginings had
actually served as the basis for the construction of social and cultural institutions by which men had been able to live their lives both with and against
nature itself. The question was: How did rationality {as his own age knew it)
originate in, and grow out of, the greater irrationality by which we must presume ancient man to have been governed and on the basis of which he constructed the original forms of civilized existence? The Enlighteners, because
they viewed the relationship of reason to fantasy in terms of an opposition
rather than as a part-whole relationship, were unable to formulate this question in a historiographically profitable way.
The Enlighteners did not deny the claims of fancy on human consciousness, but they conceived the problem to be the determination of those areas
of human expression in which fancy might be legitimately allowed full play
and those in which it was not permitted to enter. And they tended to think
that the only area in which fantasy could claim full authority was in the
sphere of "art," a sphere which they set over against "life" itself in much the
same relationship of opposition that they conceived "irrationality" to bear
with respect to "rationality." "Life," unlike "art," had to be governed by
reason, and even "art" had to be practiced in the full consciousness of the
distinction between "truth" and "fancy." And, since history was "about life"
primarily and "about art" only secondarily, it had to be written not only

der the direction of reason but also, in its broadest perspective, "about
reason," using whatever knowledge history might provide about "unreason"
for the promotion of the cause of reason in both life and art.

<«5 History, Language, and Plot
In an article on "figurative language" in the Philosophical Dictionary, Voltaire wrote:
Ardent imagination, passion, desire—frequently deceived—produce the figurative
style. We do not admit it into history, for too many metaphors are hurtful, not
only to perspecuity, but also to truth, by saying more or less than the thing itself.
[Works, IX, 64]
He went on to attack the Church Fathers for their excessive use of figurative
language as a means of representing and explaining the processes of the
world. He contrasted this misuse of figurative language to its proper uses by
Classical pagan poets such as Ovid, who knew how to distinguish between the
literally truthful and the fabulous world of his own imaginings, and who, as
Voltaire said, used tropes and figures in such a way as to "deceive" no one
{ibid., 73). The historian's language, Voltaire suggested, had to be as austere
as that reason which directed him in his search for the truth about the past,
literal, therefore, rather than figurative in its representation of the world
before him.
But the same criterion is used to establish the worth, as evidence, of
documents that come out of the past clothed m figurative language. Poetry,
myth, legend, fable—none of these was conceived to have real value as historical evidence. Once recognized as products of fantasy, they testified only
to the superstitious nature of the imagination that had produced them or to
the stupidity of those who had taken them for truths. For this reason the
historical accounts of remote ages produced by the Enlightenment tended to
be little more than condensations of (or commentaries on) the accounts of
the historical works actually produced by those ages.
The study of historical documents was of course carried to a high level by
the great erudites of the period, but—as Gossman's study of la Curne de
Sainte-Palaye and the scholarly circles in which he moved has shown—these
men possessed no critical principle by which to synthesize the facts contained
m their annals of antiquity into general historical accounts of the processes
reflected in the annals themselves. At best, in the historiographers of the a g e even in the work produced by the great Edward Gibbon—there is basically
only a commentary on the literary remains of the great historians of Classical
antiquity, a commentary that is more or less Ironic in accordance with Gib-
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bon's own perception of the rationality of the historian whose work he is
paraphrasing and commenting on.
In fact, the Enlighteners' conception of the problem of historical representation, the construction, in a verbal model, of the world of the past, hardly
rose above the level of consciousness reflected in their concern over whether
any given set of historical events ought to be emplotted as Epic, Comedy,
or Tragedy. The problem of choosing the appropriate mode of representation—presented as mutually exclusive alternatives—corresponds to the distinction drawn on the epistemological level between fabulous, satirical, and
truthful accounts of the past. The Epic form, it was generally agreed, was
not suited to the representation of historical events; and Voltaire's Henriade,
an epic poem of the career of Henry IV. was generally regarded as a tour de
force, a poetic triumph, though it was not to be taken seriously as a model
to be emulated by either poets or historians in general. The Enlighteners
perceived intuitively (and quite correctly) -that the Epic form presupposed
the cosmology represented in the philosophy of Leibniz, with its doctrine of
continuity as its informing ontological principle, its belief in analogical reasoning as an epistemological principle, and its notion that all changes are
nothing but transformations by degrees from one state or condition to
another of a "nature" whose essence changes not at all. All these idtai »Unxi
in apparent opposition to the logic of contradiction and the principle of
identity which constituted the principles that rationality was conceived to
have to take in the dominant thought of the age.
Yet the choice between Comedy and Tragedy, as the sole alternatives for
the writing up of narrative accounts of the past, is itself offered—as in a
thinker like Mably, whose De la maniere de Vecrire Vhistoire appeared near
the end of the century—Ironically. Most of the Enlighteners could not really
conceive that history offered many occasions for emplotment in the Tragic
mode, and this because, as Bayle had said earlier, "The corrupHon of manners has been so great . . . that the more a person endeavors to give faithful
and true relations, the more he runs the hazard of composing only defamatory libels." The most likely candidate that Voltaire could conceive as the
subject of a Tragic history was Charles XII, but the best he could produce
from reflection on the events of that sovereign's life was a prose "mock
epic," because the age, as Edmund de Goncourt said of his own, looked
everywhere for the "truth" of things, and. having found it, could only
despair.

<«§ Skepticism and Irony
The skeptical form which rationalism took in its reflection on its own time
was bound to inspire a purely Ironic attitude with respect to the past when
used as the principle of historical reflection. The mode in which all of the
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great historical works of the age were cast is that of Irony, with the tesult
that they all tend toward the form of Satire, the supreme achievement of the
literary sensibility of that age. When Hume turned from philosophy to history because he felt that philosophy had been rendered uninteresting by the
skeptical conclusions to which he had been driven, he brought to his study
of history the same skeptical sensibility. He found it increasingly difficult,
however, to sustain his interest in a process which displayed to him only the
eternal return of the same folly in many different forms. He viewed the
historical record as little more than the record of human folly, which led him
finally to become as bored with history as he had become with philosophy.
The seriousness of Hume's great contemporary Gibbon is not, of course,
to be doubted, but neither should we dismiss too easily Gibbon's own
characterization of his Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire as the product
of an effort to divert and amuse himself. Gibbon tells us that he was inspired
to undertake his project by the irony of the spectacle of ignorant monks
celebrating their superstitious ceremonies in a church that stood on the
ground where a pagan temple had once stood. This anecdote not only
reveals the attitude with which Gibbon approached his task but prefigures
the form his narrative account of the decline and fall of Rome ultimately
tooK. His account of the transition from what he regarded as the happiest
time for man prior to his own age is not a Tragic account, but rather the
greatest achievement of sustained Irony in the history of historical literature.
It ends in 1455, with an account of the fall of Byzantium to the fanatical
Turk, in the Ironic apprehension, in short, of the triumph of one fanaticism
over another. This apprehension, however, is entertained within the context
of Gibbon's own knowledge of the rebirth of thought and letters in Western
Europe, which brought about the Renaissance and prepared the ground for
the Age of Reason, which Gibbon himself represents. The Renaissance itself,
however, is conceived to be a product of the ironic fact that it depended
upon the triumph of one fanaticism over another in Byzantium, which drove
scholars from Constantinople to Italy, there to disseminate the knowledge of
Classical antiquity, which would ultimately serve (ironically) to overturn the
Christian superstition in whose service it had been (ironically) used by the
monks of the Middle Ages.
This irony heaped upon irony, which the image of history produced by
Gibbon invokes as its principle of both explanation and representation, could
not but generate an Ironic attitude with respect to the values and ideals in
the service of which Gibbon himself labored. In the end, it had to lead to the
same debilitating skepticism about reason itself which Hume had sought
refuge from in historical studies, but which had confronted him even there,
in the life of action as well as in the life of thought of all past ages.
One of the more obvious ironies of Kant's intellectual development was
his turn, in old age, to a consideration of the moral implications of historical
knowledge, a subject to which he denied genuine philosophical interest in
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the mature phase of his philosophical career. His concern as a philosopher, it
will be recalled, was to credit the insights of Hume and Rousseau into the
limits of reason on the one hand and into the legitimacy of the emotions'
claims against reason on the other. Against Hume, he sought to defend
thought against utter skepticism by adducing the grounds on which science's
manifest success in mastering the world could be rationally comprehended.
Against Rousseau, he sought to make ?. place in human nature for the emotions and passions, to endow them with authority as the bases for moral and
aesthetic judgment without, in the process, overturning the authority of the
truths established on scientific and rational grounds. It is interesting to note
how these old adversaries returned, in appropriately modified forms, to
haunt Kant in his old age, when, under the urgings of Herder's thought
about history and the historical events of the Revolution, Kant was forced to
reflect on the epistemological bases, the moral value, and the cultural significance of historical knowledge.
The threat of skepticism was present for Kant in the fact that men continued to study history even though it appeared clear that one could learn
from history nothing that could not be learned from the study of humanity
in its various present incarnations, incarnations which, as objects of study,
had the advantage of being directly open to observation in a way that historical events were not. Rousseau's shadow spread itself over Kant's old age
in the conviction, growing throughout the period of the Revolution's turn to
terror and the broadcast of feelings that the1 world was falling into ruin, that
the whole historical process represented an inevitable degeneration under the
appearance of progress or the view (promoted by the Ironical insights of
late philosophes) that, although things might change, there was really nothing new under the sun, that plus ca change, plus c'est la mime chose.
Like Bayle and Voltaire before him, Kant distinguished among three
conceptions of the historical process which are possible for a man to embrace
as the truth about the process as a whole. He calls these three conceptions
the eudaemonistjc, the terroristic, and the abderitic. The first conceives that
history describes a process of constant progress in both the material and the
spiritual conditions of human existence. The second holds that history represents a continual degeneration, or unbroken fall, from an original state of
natural or spiritual grace. And the third takes the view ascribed to the ancient
Abderitic sect of cynical philosophers, that, although things may appear to
develop, in reality all movement represents nothing more than a redisposition
of primitive elements and not a fundamental alteration in the condition of
human existence at all.
I should note that this division corresponds, in its implications for the
explaining and writing of history, to that made earlier among the modes of
Comedy, Tragedy, and the Epic respectively. The difference in Kant's formulation of the epistemological distinction—among fabulous, Satirical, and
truthful historiography—is that Kant regarded all three modes of conceiving
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the historical process as equally "fabulous" or equally "fictive." They represented to him evidence of the mind's capacity to impose different kinds of
formal coherence on the historical process, different possibilities of its
emplotment, the products of different aesthetic apprehensions of the historical field.
But Kant stressed the moral implications of these aesthetic choices, the
effects that the decision to emplot or conceive the historical process in a
specific way might have on the way one lived history, the implications they
would have for the way one conceived one's present and projected a future
for oneself and other men. Historical knowledge does not make a significant
contribution to the problem of understanding human nature in general, for
it does not show us anything about man that cannot be learned from the
study of living men considered as individuals and as groups. But it does
provide an occasion for comprehending the problem, the moral problem, of
the end or purpose for which a life ought to be lived.
Kant's position was something like this: The way I conceive the historical
process, apprehended as a process of transition from past to present, the
form which I impose upon my perceptions of it, these provide the orientation
by which I move into a future with greater hope or despair, in the face of
the prospects which that movement is conceived to have as a movement
toward a desirable (or away from an undesirable) goal. If I conceive the
historical process as a spectacle of degeneration (and I conceive historical
knowledge to be, above all, knowledge of a "spectacle" that passes in review
before the historian's eyes), I will live history in such a way as to bring about
a degenerate end to the process. And similarly, if I conceive that spectacle as
being nothing but "one damned thing after another," I shall act in such a
way as to turn the age in which I live into a static age, one in which no
progress will be possible. But if, on the other hand, I conceive the spectacle
of history, with all its folly, vice, superstition, ignorance, violence, and suffering, as a process in which human nature itself is transformed from the
capacity to create these evils into the capacity to take up moral cause against
them, as a uniquely human project, then I will so act as to bring this transformation to pass. Moreover, there are good extrahistorical grounds for taking
this view of history as both lived and conceived in thought. Those grounds
are provided by philosophy, in which the concept of reason is used as the
justification for conceiving nature as that which, in man, attains the powers
implicit in it from its origins.
The conception" of history thus set forth by Kant is Ironic, but its Irony is
moderated by the principles of the philosophical system in which skepticism
had been halted short of a rejection of reason itself. Yet, Kant's thought about
history remains within the confines of Enlightenment rationalism in a significant sense. The modality of opposition, by which things in history are related
in thought, has not given place to the modality of continuity and interchange, which alone could generate an adequate appreciation of the con-
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creteness, individuality, and vividness of historical events considered for
themselves alone. Kant conceived historical data^s phenomena, which, like
natural phenomena, are considered to be "natrwe under law" (more specifically, nature under universal and invariant causal laws). This means that
he construed the historical field Metonymically, as an opposition mediated
by cause-effect, which is to say extrinsic, relationships. There was no scientific
reason, on Kant's terms, for attempting, as Leibniz had done, a Synecdochic
identification of the parts of that field in their function as components of
the whole. When all is said and done, Kant apprehended the historical
process less as a development from one stage to another in the life of
humanity than as merely a conflict, an unresolvable conflict, between eternally opposed principles of human nature: rational on the one hand, irrational on the other. This is why he was forced to conclude, again consistently
with the tradition of Enlightenment rationalism represented by Bayle, Voltaire, Hume, and Gibbon, that in the final analysis history must be apprehended in an aesthetic, rather than a scientific, way. Only thus can it be
converted into a drama, the resolution of which can be envisaged as a Comic
consummation rather than as a Tragic defeat or a timeless Epic of conflict
with no specific issue at all. Kant's reasons for opting for this Comic notion
of the Tneaning .if Mie whr.V r.rocess were ultimately ethical ones. The spectacle of history had to be conceived as a Comic drama or else men would
fail to take up those Tragic projects which alone can transform chaos into a
:•>*•>:-higfuifield01 human endeavor.
The mainstream of Enlightenment rationalist historiography originated in
the recognition that history ought not to be written merely to entertain or
simply in the interest of advancing a partis pris of a confessional or political
kind. The rationalists recognized that it was necessary to have a critical
principle to guide reflection on the historical record if they were to produce
something more than chronicles or annals. They began in conscious opposition to the historiens romanesques or galants of the previous century, the
kind of "amusing" history written by the Abbe de Saint-Real or Charles de
Saint-Evremond, the foremost exponent of "libertine" historical theory and
the prototype of the "aestheticist" historiography later represented by Walter
Pater and Egon Friedell. History—the philosophes recognized—had to be
"truthful" or it could make no claim to "instruct and enlighten" the reader
in the process of "entertaining and delighting" him. What was at issue, then,
was the criterion by which the truth was to be recognized. In short, what
was the form the truth had to take? What was the paradigm of truth in general, by comparison to which a truthful account of things could be recognized?
In order to understand the answers the rationalists gave to these questions
it is not enough merely to point to the distinction they drew between
"fabulous" and "satirical" history on the one hand and "truthful" history on
the other. Nor is it enough merely to point to the general idea of truth
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led by their formal" dedication to the principles of empirical establishent of the data, rational criticism of the evidence, and narrative representation of the "meaning" of the evidence in a story well told. We can understand what they had in mind only by considering the kinds of historical
thinking they rejected or did not take seriously as possible alternatives to their
own Ironic preconceptions and skeptical proclivities.

tflij The Main Forms of Pre-Enlightenment Historiography
In his classic account of the history of historical writing, Geschichte der
neuren Historiographie, Eduard Fueter identified four major strands in the
historical tradition of seventeenth-century Europe on the basis of which, and
against which, what he called the "Reflective" or "critical" historiography
of the Enlighteners developed. These were Ecclesiastical (and largely "confessional") history; the Ethnographic history produced by missionaries to,
and students of, the new worlds which the Age of Exploration and Discovery
had opened up to scientific and historical scrutiny; the Antiquarian historiography or the great erudites or rite period, largely philological in its approach
and dedicated to the construction of accurate chronicles and annals of the
remote and near past; and, finally, the historiographie galante or rcmanesque,
based upon the "romans of intrigues and affairs" and written in an openly
belletristic spirit (Fueter, 413). This last, which Fueter in his seriousness as a
German Gelehrter of Positivistic persuasion was inclined to dismiss much
too quickly, is characterized as bearing the same relation to the humanistic
historiography of the Renaissance that "the salon mythology of the Rococo
poets" bore to "the robust paganism of the great poets of the Renaissance"
(ibid., 412). It was, Fueter said, the historiographical equivalent of the
"galant style" in the music of the time (ibid.).
What is striking about the four strands of seventeenth-century historical
thinking identified by Fueter is the extent to which the first two of them—
Ecclesiastical history and Ethnographic history—are inspired by an oppressive
sense of fatal schism in the human community, religious division in the case
of confessional history, and racial and spatial separation in the case of
Ethnographic history (of the sort written by Las Casas, Oviedo, Herrera,
and so on). Here history is written in the apprehension of divisions which
give every evidence of fatally hindering the march of civilization itself.
The annalistic form which history-writing tended to assume in the hands
of the great antiquarian erudites of that same century— MabilIon, Tille
mont, and, a bit later, Muratori—represents a specifically historiographical
effort at the apprehension of the kind of continuity which might be conceived to make of this severed reality a whole, a comprehensible totality. In
the annals form of historical writing I discern not only a rage for order of
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some kind but the implicit suggestion that the order of temporal occurrence
may be the only ordering principle that might b^> used to make some slight
sense out of them. The desire for "tije truth and nothing but the truth" and
a compulsive need to deal with events only in their extrinsic aspects, their
aspects as functions of a serial order, constituted the basis of the erudites'
critical principles; and it set the limits on their conception of historical understanding. As a form of historical representation, the annals represented an
advance in critical consciousness over the work of the great confessional
historians (such as Foxe) and the great ethnographers (such as Las Casas).
The annalists sought to rise above the prejudices and party biases of a historiography written with religious disputes and racial conflicts in mind. To
the Manichean nature of the latter, they opposed the order of temporal
seriality as a mode of representation which at least left the historian free of
the taint of subjectivity and special pleading. They tried to be as cold and
remote as the confessionalists and ethnographers were involved in the histories they wrote. But, in the end, they were able to provide only the materials out of which a true history might be written, not true histories themselves.
And the same can be said of their successors—even of (a Cume de SaintePalaye—in the next century.
When measured against the moral passion of the confessionalists and the
"coldness of the annalists, the cultivation of a purely aestheticist historiography of the sort provided by the historiens galants appears less retrograde
than Fueter would have us believe. If Saint-Real did little more than "divert"
his readers by depicting "nouvelles amusantes and emouvantes/' his histories,
such as Don Carlos (1672) and Conjuration des Espagnols contre la republique de Venise en 1618 (1674), at least signaled a desire to achieve a critical
perspective that would at once distance the phenomena to be represented
and unite them in a comprehensible whole, even if the whole were little more
than an exciting story. Yet, because the only unity which Saint-Real's histories have is that of story, story conceived as little more than a device for
achieving rhetorical effects, the histories he actually wrote are flawed by the
fact that, on his own terms, they represent not a "truth" about the past but
only a "fiction" of how the facts might have been. They might well have
been otherwise, and they might well be represented as parts of a story (or
number of stories) of a completely different kind.

ta§ Leibniz and the Enlightenment
Actually, the annalistic form of historical representation had been implicitly
provided with a sophisticated theoretical basis in the philosophy of Leibniz.
Fueter maintained that Leibniz merely applied the method of the annalists
to the writing of history, but unlike them, failed to conceive of an "annals
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of Imperial Germany," limiting himself to the construction of genealogies
and chronologies of such petty houses and sovereignties as that of Brunswick. "In sum/' Fueter said, "he collected the materials, but he did not
work them" (ibid., 393). But Fueter failed to do justice to the vision which
informs Leibniz's work. The annalistic form of historiography was consistent
w ith his notions of continuity, of transition by infinitesimal degrees, of the
harmony of the whole in the face of the dispersion in time and space of
the elements or parts. Leibniz, perhaps alone among all the major figures of
his time, had adequate grounds for believing that annalistic historiography
was a philosophically justified mode of historical representation. His Monadology (1714)» with ^ doctrine of continuity, theory of evolution by degrees,
and conception of the particular event as a microcosm of the macrocosm,
represented a formal defense of that mode of comprehension which we have
called Synecdoche. This mode of comprehension appeals to the microcosmicmacrocosmic relationship as a paradigm of all explanation and representation
of reality. In Leibniz's historical thought it appears as the belief that the
representation of an event in its total context, the context itself being construed as a plenum of individual events that are united in their difference
from one another, is an adequate way of figuring that event's meaning
and relation to the whole.
The cosmos, as Leibniz conceived it, is a plenum of individual monads,
each perfect in itself, the unity of which consists in the autonomy of the
whole considered as a process of infinite creativity. The perfect harmony of
the whole, which overrides and destroys the impression of conflict and
extrinsic causality which appears to make impossible any intrinsic relationship between the various parts, is confirmed by the goodness of the Creator,
whose beneficence is such that He is all but indistinguishible from His creation. This manner of conceiving the world and the relation of the parts of it
to the totality justifies an annalistic representation of the processes of history,
no less than of nature, considered in their individual concrete reality and as
moments of a total process which only appear to be dispersed in time and
space. Leibniz could write history in an annalistic form because he believed
that the dispersiveness of phenomena was only apparent; in his view, the
world was one and continuous among its parts. Accordingly, his conception
of the historical process, in which transition by infinitesimal degrees can be
figured in annalistic accounts of finite provinces of occurrence, did not
require that he distinguish between larger and smaller provinces. The same
process of transition-in-unity and umty-in-transition is at work in all the parts,
whether the individual part be construed as a person, a ruling family, a
principality, a nation, an empire, or the whole human race.
But it was precisely this vision of the essential unity of the human race
which the Enlighteners took to be the ideal yet to be realized in historical
time. They could not take it as a presupposition of their historical writing,
not merely because the data did not bear it out, but because it did not
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accord with their own experience of their own social worlds. For them the
unity of humanity was an ideal which they could kroject into the future, but
they could not use this ideal as a paradigm for either historical explanation
or historical representation, because it was in the interest of that ideal that
they were studying and writing history to begin with, as part of their effort
to bring about such a unification. The world they knew as a fact of experience required them to invoke a paradigm of representation and explanation
which took the fact of schism and severance, of conflict and suffering, as
given realities. The opposition of forces, of which schism and conflict are
manifestations, determined the modalities of their experience of history
conceived as a process of transition from past to present. The past to them
was unreason, the present was a conflict of reason and unreason, and the
future alone was the time which they could envision as that of the triumph
of reason over unreason, perfect unity, redemption.

<«§ The Historical Field
When Leibniz surveyed the leuiuic past lie saw there precisely the same
powers at play which he saw all around him in the present, and in the same
proportions. These forces were neither those of reason exactly nor those of
unveavJn exclusively, l-trf u i h n chr harmony or opposites—which makes
reason and unreason merely different manifestations of the same unified force
or power, which is ultimately God's. When the Enlighteners surveyed the
remote past, they were obsessed by the differences between it and the world
they themselves occupied, so much so that they were almost inclined to
idealize their own age, and to set it over against the remote past as an
antithetical opposite. They were saved frcm the inclination to idealize their
own age—though certain of them (notably, Turgot and Condorcet) submitted to the temptation to do so—by the skepticism which guided their use of
reason in criticism of the evils of their time. But the sense of opposition was
strong enough to prohibit the lavishing of any great tolerance or sympathy
on archaic man, except in those rare instances when, like Gibbon, they
thought they perceived in the past some prototype of the kind of men they
conceived themselves to be or wished they could become. Since their relationship to the remote past was conceived under the auspices of a Metonymical paradigm—that is, in the mode of severance or extrinsic opposition—and
since the explanatory mode which Metonymy suggests for explicating the
relationship between opposed aspects of the whole is that of cause-effect, the
Enlighteners comprehended the spectacle of the almost total ignorance,
superstition, and violence of those past ages as all but completely causally
determined.
They had no need to give very great care to the representation of events
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in the remote past (such as that of the ancient Hebrews as reportedMn the
Old Testament) since all of those events figured the single truth of the
absolute determmateness of the humanity of that time. Everything was conceived to be a manifestation of an essential and unalloyed passion, ignorance,
or irrationality (often simply dismissed by Voltaire as insanity). Special care
might have been given to the representation of some prototype of rational
man honored as an ideal in his own time, but they could no more account
for the appearance of such rational, men in the midst of unrelieved irrationality than they could account for the growth of reason out of unreason itself.
Both were equally "miraculous," though the latter was seen as a "Providential" gift, inasmuch as the present age and the future could be conceived as
positive beneficiaries of the rise of the Age of Reason.
But note: the growth of reason out of a state of unreason is ultimately
"irrational," inasmuch as the original irrationality of man cannot be
accounted for on the theory of the essentially rational nature of nature itself.
For, if nature is ruled by reason and is itself intrinsically orderly and harmonious in its operations, why then are not the first men of whom we have
record, men living in a state of nature, themselves presumed to have been
rational? As immediate pj-.-vliirH of -.. satiomi] systsas of invariant causal
processes, the first men must be supposed to have been as rational in their
mode of existence as nature itself. But not only are they apparently irrational; ''hey are—qs tihey appear in the records of remote antiquity—especially irrational. How can one account for this?
The tactic of the Enlighteners was to postulate the existence of a condition, prior to the primitive ages of which we have record, in which men were
as rational as nature itself, but from which they fell as a result of their
ignorance and the condition of scarcity caused by the multiplication of their
numbers, itself caused by the beneficence and bounty of nature. The condition of scarcity caused a struggle among men for the goods of nature which
an inadequate technology could not efficiently augment. This, in turn, led
to the "creation" of society, which regulated human conflict by force and
sustained its authority over men by the aid of religion, itself also a product of
the combination of want and ignorance. Thus, the state of society itself
became identified as at once the cause and the manifestation of unreason in
the world. And progress was conceived as the gradual unmasking of the irrational nature of the social state by the small group of rational men capable of
recognizing its intrinsically tyrannical nature. Thus, the meaning of the historical process was to be found, not in the growth of reason out of unreason,
but in purely quantitative terms, as the expansion of an originally limited
reason into areas of experience formally occupied by the passions, emotions,
ignorance, and superstition. It was not a process of transition at all.
But this meant that—in accordance with the Mechanistic principles being
invoked—the growth of reason had to be conceived to occur at the expense
of something else. This something else was the past itself, as it existed in the
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present, as tradition, custom, and anything else—institutions, laws, cultural
artifacts—that claimed authority or respect mere^ because it was old. The
Enlighteners, therefore, wrote history^against history itself, or at least against
that segment of history which they experienced as "past." Their sympathy
for the past was extendable finally, as Voltaire noted, only to the near past,
where they could find things to admire and respect because these so nearly
resembled themselves. This search into the near past for objects for sympathetic historical representation permitted the philosophes their few excursions
into Synecdochic (Organicist and sympathetic typological) representation.
But even here their capacities for sympathy and tolerance were marred by
their ongoing apprehension of the flaw, the element of unreason still present
in every putatively rational man. This was especially the case in their consideration of men of action, such as Charles XII. In Voltaire's picture of
him, Charles was represented as the most highly gifted, talented, and bestendowed ruler known to world history; but he was still fatally flawed by his
irrational passion for "glory by conquest," considered by Voltaire to be a
residuum of a barbaric past that stupidly saw in war a virtue in itself. This
flaw was not a tragic flaw at all, not a function of Charles's excellence; it
was a taint, a corruption in the heart of an otherwise superbly healthy organism. Charles's fall, therefore, was not tragic; it was pathetic. Hence, his
nistory was only an occasion for lamenting the power of unreason to penetrate into, and to overturn, even the strongest of men.
What Voltaire might have concluded from his consideration of Charles's
career was that unreason is a part of the world and of man, as ineluctable
and as irreducible as reason itself, and a power which is not to be eliminated
in time so much as it is to be tamed, sublimated, and directed into creative
and humanly useful channels. He was incapable of considering this possibility
because he shared with his age a purely Mechanistic conception of the
human psyche, a conception which required that it be considered a battle
ground on which opposed, and mutually alternative, forms of consciousness,
reason and unreason, met in eternal strife until one had totally broken the
power of the other. The closest that either Voltaire or the other historical
geniuses of the age—Hume and Gibbon—came to understanding unreason's
creative potentialities was in their Ironic criticism of themselves and in
their own efforts to make sense out of history. This, at least, led them to
view themselves as being as potentially flawed as the cripples they conceived
to be acting out the spectacle of history.

<*§ The Historiographies. Achievement of the Enlightenment
Having indicated the nature of the advance that the rationalist historiography of the Enlightenment represents over the major conventions of historical
reflection which came before it, and having noted the flaws or limitations of
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that historical vision, I will now specif)' the precise content of its achievement The historiography of the seventeenth century began with an apprehension of the historical field as a chaos of contending forces, among which
the historian had to choose and in the service of one or more of which he
had to write his history. This was the case with both the confessional historiography of the seventeenth century and the Ethnographic historiography
o f the missionaries and conquistadores. This historiography of essential
schism was succeeded by, or called up, two alternatives to it. One of these,
the tradition of the erudite antiquarians, developed out of a desire for
perfect objectivity, which resulted in the creation of the annalistic mode of
explanation and representation, the characteristic of which was the conception of order and unity as mere seriality, or succession in time. Leibniz's
tacit defense of this mode of historical writing, contained in his Monadology
and in the doctrine of continuity which is expounded there, was intrinsically
hostile to the philosophes' conception of social reality as inherently severed
and atomized and in contrast to which Leibniz's own doctrine of the essential
harmony of opposites appeared to be as naive as it was "Idealistic." The
other reaction to the historiography of essential schism was a purely aesthetic one, represented by the historiens galantsi who, even if they did represent a desire to rise above party history, felt able to do so only by denying
that the historiographical enterprise was a part of the more general search
for the "truth" which motivated the science and philosophical thought of the
age.
The alternative to all of these historiographical conventions was the
Ironic mode of conceiving history, developed by the philosophes, which at
once strove for objectivity and disengagement and, at least tacitly, recognized the impossibility of attaining these goals. Dominated by a conception
of rationalism derived from the (Newtonian) physical sciences, the phUosophes approached the historical field as a ground of cause-effect relationships,
the causes in question being generally conceived to be the forces of reason
and unreason, the effects of which were generally conceived to be enlightened men on the one hand and superstitious or ignorant men on the other.
The .-"lexical" elements of this system were men, acting as individuals
and as groups, who were "grammatically" classifiable into the major categories of carriers of superstitious or irrational values and carriers of enlightened or rational ones. The "syntax" of relationships by which these two
classes of historical phenomena were bound together was that of the unremitting conflict of opposites; and the (semantic) meaning of this conflict was
nothing but the triumph of the latter over the former, or the reverse. But
neither the evidence offered by reflection on the times nor that provided by
reflection on history was really capable of definitively confirming or denying
this conception of history's meaning. As a result, the historical thought of the
main tradition of the Enlightenment was progressively driven back from its .
original Metonymical apprehension of the world into the Ironic comprehen-
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sion of it which the evidence demanded, given the terms in which the inquiry
was conceived in the first place. For, if I begin vith an apprehension of the
field of human history as an area of happening dominated by cause-effect
relationships, then I am bound ultimately to regard anything in this field,
any man, institution, valne, or idea, as nothing but an "effect" of some
casual nexus—that is to say, as a contingent (hence determined) reality, and
thus as irrational in its essence.
In the face of this inevitability, Enlightenment thought was driven, as the
historical thought of the previous century had been driven, to consider historical writing as a kind of art. But, since the Enlighteners' conception of art
was Neo-Classical—that is, an art which set causation and law at the center
of its apprehension of the world in the same way that science did—the
historiography of the age was necessarily impelled toward a purely Satirical
mode of representation, in the same way that the literature of the age in
general was. This age produced no great Tragic historiography, and for the
same reason that it produced no great Tragic theater. The bases for believing
in the heroic Tragic flaw, conceived as an excessive degree of virtue, were
lacking in it. Since all effects had to be presumed to have both the necessary
and sufficient causes required for their production, the notion of an existential paradox, a dialectical contradiction that was lived rathe* thaa merely
thought, could hardly be conceived by the thinkers or artists of this age. This
is why the Comedy produced by the age> even that of Moliere, tends to correspond to that of the New, rather than tiie Old, Attic Comedy, ii is m iiie iine
of the farce of Menander, rather than in that of the high-mimetic seriousness
of Aristophanes, which is a Comedy based upon an acceptance of the truths
of tragedy rather than the flight from, or derogation of, those truths, as
Menander's—and Moliere's— tend to be.
Verlaine is supposed to have remarked that the beautiful ladies painted by
Reynolds and Gainsborough had the appearance of goddesses who did not
believe in their own happiness. The same may be said of the writers, historians, and philosophers of the Age of Enlightenment; but this was not
because they did not believe in happiness, but rather because they could not
believe themselves to be gods—or even heroes. Neither a Comic nor a
Tragic vision of history was plausible to them, and so they fell back upon
Satirical and Ironic representations of the world they inhabited and of the
processes by which it had been constituted. This should not, however, be
taken as an ignoble choice on their part. Having precritically decided by
their prefiguration of the world as a severed field, of causes on the one hand
and effects on the other, that no unity was possible, they progressively gave
up the ideal on behalf of the reality. This reality presented itself to them as
an irreducible mixture of reason and unreason, as tainted beauty, and finally
as a dark fate that was as incomprehensible as it was ineluctable.
I can now characterize the general aspect of the historical thought of the
Enlightenment as a whole. In the main line, I perceive the establishment of
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radiem o f historical consciousness in the mode of Metonymy, or of
use-effect relationships, in the service of which both Metaphorical identifications / t n e naming of the objects in the historical field) and Synecdochic
rharacterization of individuals in terms of species and genera were used to
vield a meaning that was finally Ironic in its specific content. And I can say
that in this case, an Ironic comprehension was the fruit of a Metaphorical
and Synecdochic investigation of a field that had been precritically apprehended, and therefore construed in the mode of Metonymy. Put as a rule,
this might yield a generalization: -He who approaches history as a field of
cause-effect relationships is driven, by the logic of the linguistic operation
itself to the comprehension of that field in Ironic terms.
This means that Enlightenment historical thought moved in its explanatory mode from nomological apprehensions to typological comprehensions,
which is to say that the best it offered to historical understanding was a succession of "types" of humanity, which tended to fall apart into positive or
negative classes, in this case, reason and unreason respectively. The mode of
representation began in an Epic prefiguration of the historical field, which is
to say in the apprehension of a great contest between the powers of reason
and unreason, a contest inspired by the hope that history would show the
triumph of ihe heroic powers over the blocking figures cliat were needed for
the tension leading to the movement in the whole. But historians soon began
tc recognize that, when it is a matter of divine contests, something must be
lost or gained absolutely in the conflict, that it is nut a mailer simply of
redisposing the forces at play on the field, that, in short, neither life nor
history is a game. This, in turn, led to the investigation of the possible
Comic or Tragic meanings that the whole historical process might yield to
investigation. But it was finally recognized that a Comic representation of
historical occurrence can be sustained only on dogmatic grounds, as Turgot
and Condorcet tried to sustain it, and never on empirical ones, as Bayle and
Voltaire had hoped to do.
The result of this perception was to drive thought to the consideration
of the feasibility of a Tragic emplotment of the historical process. This,
however, was undermined from the beginning by the conception of human
nature as nothing but a field of causal determinations, which makes of
every potentially Tragic flaw in a protagonist a genuine corruption rather
than a virtue which has been transformed by excess into a vice. The result
was that historical thought, like the philosophical and literary sensibility of
the age, was carried into the mode of Satire, which is the "fictional" form
that Irony takes.
Satire can be used—and here I move into the area of ideological implications—for either Conservative or Liberal purposes, depending upon whether
the object satirized is an established or an emerging social force. The historical thought of the Enlightenment, that produced by its best representatives,
could have been used for either Liberal or Conservative purposes, but to no
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very high effect in the service of either, because, in its Irony, it recognized
that the specific truths it established were ambigucfeis and taught no general
truths at all, only that, plus ca change, plus c'est la mime chose. In the end,
the forces of democracy that were emerging during the time appeared as
reprehensible and as frightening to the philosophes as did the forces of
aristocracy and privilege which they had originally opposed, because, in the
very way they construed reality, they could not believe in the possibility of a
genuine transformation of anything—society, culture, or themselves.
Kant's decision to treat historical comprehension as a fiction having distinct moral implications represented the coming to consciousness of the
age's Ironic predisposition. And, just as in Kant's philosophy his Ironic
defense of science paved the way for Idealism, so too did his Ironic analysis
of historical thought pave the way for the rebirth of that Organicist conception of reality taught by Leibniz. Kant disliked Fichte's Idealism, which was
an eccentric development of his own system, because it made of science
nothing but a projection of the subjective will. What he disliked about the
Organicism of Herder, who revived Leibniz's doctrine of continuity and
turned it into the basis of a new philosophy of history, was that it made of
change and transformation the very bases of life, the nature of which now
required that one not even raise the question of whether cr not history was
progressing.
In a work that I will consider later, as another example of an Ironic
approach to historical knowledge (Nietzsche's Use and Abuse of History),
a distinction is drawn between three kinds of historical sensibility—the
Antiquarian, the Monumental, and the Critical—on the basis of what might
be called the dominant form of the "temporal yearning" which characterizes
each. Antiquarian history, Nietzsche said, places an absolute value on anything old, just because it is old, and succors man's need for a feeling of having
roots in a prior world and his capacities for reverence, without which he
could not live. Monumental history, by contrast, seeks not the old but the
manifestly great, the heroic, and holds it up as an example of man's creative
power to change or transform his world; hence it is future-oriented and
destructive of Antiquarian pieties and present practical concerns. Critical
history, on the other hand, judges both inherited pieties and Utopian dreams
of the future, working in the service of present felt needs and desires, preparing the way for that creative forgetting, the cultivation of the faculty of
"oblivion" without which action in the present is not possible at all.
The eighteenth century produced representatives of all three types of
history-writing, but it was weakest in the promotion of the monumental,
the hero-serving, form. The conception of history as the story of heroes, of
the historical process as "the essence of innumerable biographies," as Carlyle
would later conceive it, was the special achievement of the Romantic age of
the early nineteenth century. But the Enlightenment produced nothing of
this sort, because the Enlightenment did not really have very much confi-

dence in individual men—in humanity, yes; in individual men, no. The reason for this lay in the perspective from which the Enlighteners viewed their
own attempts to write history, whether in the Antiquarian, the Monumental,
or the Critical form.
The Enlighteners came to their study of history from the fourth level of
awareness that Nietzsche himself sought to promote, a mefahistorical awaren e s s _ a n Ironic awareness—of the limitation which nature places on every
human action and the restriction which human finitude places on every effort
to comprehend the world in either thought or imagination. But they did not
fully exploit their ascent to this level of awareness. They did not believe in
their own prodigious powers of dreaming, which their Ironic self-consciousness should have set free. For them, the imagination was a threat to reason
and could be deployed in the world only under the most rigorous rational
constraints.
The difference between the Enlighteners and Nietzsche was that the latter
was aware of the "fictive" nature of his own Ironic perceptions, and turned
his own oneiric powers against them, using the "linhistorical" position, from
which he could survey the efforts of historians to "make sense" of the historical process in Antiquarian, Monumental, and Critical termss as a base from
which to ascend to the "super historical" position, on which new and lifeserving, rather than death-serving, "myths" of history could be generated.
By contrast, the Enlighteners never rose to full awareness of the creative
possibilities contained in their own Ironic apprehension of the "fictive"
nature of historical reflection. This is one reason why they never succeeded
in understanding the "fictive" representations of truth given in the myths,
legends, and fables of earlier times. They did not see that fables may be the
forms given to truths that are incompletely grasped just as often as they may
be the contents of falsehoods that are incompletely recognized. Thus, they
never freed themselves for that mythic immersion in the historical process
conceived as the divine mystery, which Herder celebrated in his philosophy,
or for that poetic immersion in history conceived as a human mystery, which
Vico celebrated in his "New Science."

<*§ Herder's Rebellion against Enlightenment Historiography
Herder's thought is "mythical" because it seeks escape from Metonymy and
its Ironic consequence by recourse to the most basic kind of explanation and
representation, the basis of mythic comprehension itself, naive Metaphor.
But Herder's thought is not "naive"; it is consciously directed to the recovery of the individuality of the event in its particularity, uniqueness, and
concreteness in discrete sets of Metaphorical identifications. Thus, Herder's
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thought may be said to have begun in an apprehension of the historical field
as an effectively infinite set of particulars, the 4*igins or causes of which
were presumed to be utterly unknowable to reason, hence miraculous, and
the whole of which appeared to him as a heaving, tossing ocean of apparently
casual happening. But Herder could not rest with the mere entertainment
of this randomness as the ultimate reality. He insisted—for religious or
metaphysical reasons—that this field of happening has an ontologically prior
and spiritually superior ground or purpose, a purpose which assured him of
the ultimate unity, integration, and harmonization of the parts in the whole.
Herder's thought strained for the principle in virtue of which this intimation of harmony and integration can be justified, but in such a way as to avoid
its specification in merely physical or causal (that is to say, Metonymical)
terms, so as to avoid the descent into Irony which such specification inevitably entails when fully thought through to its ultimate conclusion. He contented himself with discoveries of limited formal coherencies among the
individualities he conceived to inhabit the historical field as immediately
given—that is to say, with the apprehension of what might be called putatively concrete universals, which are nothing other than the species and
genera of events found in the historical field but treated as concrete individualities in ilicinbcivcs: nations, peoples, cultures. This is why his conception
of history can be seen as both individualistic and typological, and why
Herder's whole system of thought can be legitimately linked to Romanticism • ••! i::r '.';;:: hand and Lo Idealism on the other.
As a philosophical system which took shape after—and in reaction to—
Enlightenment Mechanism, Herder's Organicist philosophy asserted at one
and the same time the primacy and irreducibility of the individual human
being as well as of the typifications of individuals' modes of relationship
with one another. Herder felt no need to decide whether the concrete individual or the type which it represents is ontologically more primary, for he
conceived the individual and the type to be equally "real." Both are equally
expressive of the spiritual force or power God, which is ultimately responsible for the integrity of the individual and of the type, and for their harmonization within a larger, cosmic totality over the course of time. For the same
reasons, the coming into being and passing away of both the individual and
the species and genera they represent were not problems for him, because he
presumed that this process of coming into being and passing away is not to
be defined as either a natural or a spiritual process, but as a process which is
both natural and spiritual, at one and the same time. Coming into being and
passing away were equally precious to him as the means by which the unified
organic force accomplishes its task of ultimately integrating being with
itself.
Thus, not even death was a termination for Herder; it is not real, but is
rather a transition point from one state of integration to another. In the

Ideen xur Philosophie der Geschichte des Mensckheits (1784-91), for example, he said:
Everything in nature is connected: one state strives towards and prepares for the
next If, then, man be the last and highest link, closing as it were the chain of
terrestrial organization, he must also begin the chain of a higher order of creatures
its lowest link. He is, therefore, the middle ring between two adjoining systems
of Creation. . . . This view of things . . . alone gives us a key to the wonderful
ohenomenon of man and hence also to a possible philosophy of human history.
For if we bear this view in mind, it helps us to throw light on the peculiar
contradiction that is inherent in the human condition. Man considered as an animal is a child of the earth and is attached to it as his habitation; but considered as
a human being; as a creature of Humanitdt, he has the seeds of immortality within
him end these require planting in another soil. As an animal he can satisfy his
wants- there are men who wish for no more and hence can be perfectly happy here
below. But those who seek a nobler goal find everything around them imperfect
and incomplete, since the most noble has never been accomplished and the most
pure has rarely endured on this earth. This is amply illustrated by the history of
our species, by the many attempts and enterprises that man has undertaken, and
by the events and revolutions that have overtaken him. Now and then a wise man,
... zr.cd man., emerged to scatter idea1;, precepts and deeds onto the flood of time.
They caused but ripples on the waters. . . . Fools overpowered the counsels of the
wise and spendthrifts inherited the treasures of wisdom collected by their forefathers. . . . An animal lives out its life, and even if its yeais be too few to uttam
higher ends, its innermost purpose is accomplished; its skills are what they are and
it is what it is meant to be. Man alone of all creatures is in conflict with himself
and with the world. Though the most perfect among them, in terms of potentialities, he is also the least successful in developing them to their fullest extent,
even at the end of a long and active life. He is the representative of two worlds at
once, and from this derives the apparent bipolarity of his nature. . . . This much is
certain: in each of man's powers dwells an infinity which cannot be developed in
his present state where it is repressed by other powers, by animal drives and appetites, , and weighed down, as it were, by the pulls and pressures of our daily
chores. . . . The expression of Leibniz, that the mind is the mirror of the universe,
contains a more profound truth than is commonly realized. For the powers of the
universe that seem to lie concealed in the mind require only an organization, or a

series 6f organizations,
t o set t h e m in action. . . . T o t h e m i n d , even in its p r e s e n t
fetters, space and time are empty concepts. They only measure and denote relations
of the body and do not bear upon the eternal capacity of the mind which transcends space and time, [Herder, Ideen, 146-49 (Barnard trans., 280-81); italics
added]
In this passage we can see how Herder managed to enclose within an
apprehension of the nobility and harmony of the whole—and to neutralize it
—that Ironic conclusion which a merely Metonymical apprehension of the
world must be driven to if it be consistently developed and thought through
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to its ultimate implications. The "contradiction" of the human condition,
the paradox that man is the highest of creatures and is at the same time in
constant conflict with himself, that he is possessed of the highest faculties and
is at the same time the only animal organism that is at constant war with his
environment, the irony of the fact that the noblest exemplars of the race are
most discontented with their lot and are the least effective in their efforts to
ennoble their fellow men—all of this is taken to account for the "apparent
bipolarity" of human nature, which is, in turn, transformed into a basis for
belief in man's inhabitance of two realms, natural and spiritual, between
which he forms the link and bridge, and from which his aspirations as a man
impel him to a higher order of integration beyond time and space. All of
this is what justifies the twofold path which Herder's thought followed in his
consideration of the historical process: his apprehension of the structure of
the historical field in the mode of Metaphorical identification of the individual entities—human beings and groups—which constitute it in its immediacy;
and his comprehension of this field as a process, as a structure in process of
articulation in the direction of the integration of all the parts into a spiritual
whole.
Herder removed the necessity of Metonymical characterization of the
histericai field, dissolved it as a field of causal happening, and made a datum
aut of what, in Mechanistic philosophies of history, must be entertained as
the crucial problem—that is, the problem of change. At the same time, he
did not deny the justification of the Ironic conclusion to which a Metonymical analysis is driven—that is, the apparently "contradictory" Vature of
human history. He simply took that "contradiction" as an "apparent" reality, a thing which is not so much to be explained as simply to be explained
away by appeal to the presumed harmonization of the parts in the whole
over the long run. Hence his thought oscillated between his apprehension of
the individual in its concreteness and integrity as a particularity characterized by purpose and movement toward a goal, which made him precious to
the Romantics who followed him, and the comprehension of the whole as a
plenum of typifications suggesting the progressive idealization of the totality,
which made him dear to the Idealists. What made him anathema to the
Positivist philosophers of his own time (such as Kant, who in his scientific
philosophy constituted the beginning of a philosophically secure Positivism)
and those who come after him (such as the Comteans) was that the category
of causality had been drained of all efficacy for the analysis of human phenomena, or rather had had its competence limited to that of analyzing physical and animal nature and those aspects of mankind which fall under the
(now epistemologically insignificant) laws of material causation.
But, if this insight into the different spheres over which different kinds of
sciences (the physical sciences on the one side, the human sciences on the
other) presided endeared him to the Idealists and the Neo-Kantians of the
end of the nineteenth century and our own time, it was received with some-
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thins less than wholehearted enthusiasm by Hegel. The great critical Idealist Hegel recognized that Herder and others like him had correctly perceived that change was a fundamental category of historical analysis, but he
also perceived that neither Herder, nor the Absolute Idealists (Fichte and
Schelling), n ° r t f l e Positivists had provided a rational theory adequate to
the determination of what this change imported for human life in general,
what the meaning of this change, its direction and ultimate purpose, might
be.
Herder not only saw the plan of the whole historical drama as a Comic
plan, he saw every act of that drama as a Comic play in miniature, a small,
self-enclosed world in which things are always precisely what they ought to
be as well as what they manifestly are. Yet this very characterization of historical existence as a "contradiction" and a paradox denies implicitly what
he consistently reiterated as an established truth. And this reveals the moral
limitation of Herder's conception of history, the formalism toward which it
strove as the highest kind of knowledge one can aspire to in historical comprehension itself. This formalism, which was Herder's response to the Irony
of the historiography of late (skeptical) rationalism, this willingness to halt
with the apprehension of formal coherence in the historical process, signaled
Herder's will to reconstitute mythically the grounds on which historical
explanation and representation can be carried out, his desire for a new paradigm of historical comprehension.
Herder shared this desire for a new paradigm for conceiving the historical
field with the generation of writers and thinkers which appeared all over
Europe in his time (the "Pre-Romantics" and Stiirmer und Dranger), a generation which sought to break with all the presuppositions of Enlightenment
rationalism in philosophy and science and with Neo-Classicism in art. Their
desire to break with rationalism (at least in its Mechanistic form) and
materialism (at least in its non-evolutionary concept) betokened the imminent crystallization of a new paradigm, on the basis of which explanation,
representation, and ideological implication were to be carried out on such
"chaotic" fields of occurrence as that represented by history. Because he
made change immediately categorial in his system and only proximately or
finally derivative from a higher, changeless power, Herder served well the
felt need of his generation to reinvestigate the phenomena of historical
change in general. And, since he refused to specify what the higher governing
agency might be, those who shared his apprehension of the historical field—
as a congeries of concrete individualities differently engaged in the process of
their qfcn self-articulation—could utilize his mode of apprehending the historical field in the interests of contemplating either the individualities met
with on that field or the higher unity to whose existence their capacities for
self-articulation testified.
Here is Herder's real significance as a historical methodologist. If the historian's interest turns primarily upon interest in the individualities occupying
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the field, he will tend to write history in thejRomantic mode, the mythical
nature of which was immediately manifest to such hard-headed "realists"
of the next generation as Wilhelm von Humboldt, Ranke, and Hegel. If the
historian wants to study the individualities in the field in order to determine
the nature of the mysterious "spirit" to whose existence their existence is
supposed to testify, as Fichte, Schelling, and Wilhelm von Schlegel did, he
will write Idealist history, the "mythic" nature of which was equally
obvious to those selfsame "realists" of the next generation. If, however, the
historian detaches Herder's technique of investigation from the more general spiritualist interests which, in his mind, it was conceived to serve, and
makes the simultaneous apprehension of things in their individuality and
formal coherence the object of his study of the historical field, in such a way
as to define a specifically "historical" explanation as a description of the
formal coherence displayed by an individuality, whether as a particular or
a congeries of particulars, he will write history in the mode which has come
to be called "h is torism"—which has lately come to be viewed as a distinctive world view, with ideological implications that are as ineluctable as those
of the "mythic" systems against which it was originally proposed as an
antidote.

*a% Herder's Idea of History
Before proceeding to a discussion of the origins of historism and the characterization of its paradigm and various modalities of articulation, I will
note, for purposes of clarification, the ways in which Herder's world view
functions as a ground for a potential methodology for historical study. I will
begin by noting the usual characterization of Herder's achievement as a historical thinker. A late Herderian and an exponent of the same Synecdochic
intelligence which Herder represented in his own time (and, moreover, one
who advanced his philosophy in a similar spirit—that is, as a way of transcending the Irony of his own age), Ernst Cassirer, said that Herder "broke
the spell of analytical thinking and the principle of identity which had held
Enlightenment thinking in thrall to causal analysis in historical thinking."
History, as Herder conceived it, Cassirer wrote, "dispells the illusion of
identity; it knows nothing really identical, nothing that ever recurs in the
same form. History brings forth new creatures in uninterrupted succession,
and on each she bestows as its birthright a unique shape and an independent
mode of existence. Every abstract generalization is, therefore, powerless
with respect to history, and neither a generic nor any universal norm can
comprehend its wealth. Every human condition has its peculiar value; every
individual phase of history has its immanent validity and necessity" (Cassirer, 231). Yet, at the same time, Cassirer continued, for Herder, "These
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hases are not separated from one another, they exist only in and by virtue
of the whole. But each phase is equally indispensable. It is from such complete heterogeneity that real unity emerges, which is conceivable only as the
unity of a process not as a sameness among existing things" (ibid.).
Herder's feeling for the diversity of life forms, his sense of unity in diversity and his substitution of process for structure as the mode of comprehending history in its totality constitute his distinctive contributions to the
historical sense of the nineteenth century. But, as he presented his system in
Ideen zur Philosophic der Geschichte des Menschheits, he attempted too
much. He sought to unite the spheres of the natural and the historical within
the same complex of causes. Consider, for example, the following remarks,
which come at the end of his reflections on the causes of Rome's decline and
fall.
The law that sustained the mundane system, and formed each crystal, each worm,
each flake of snow, formed and sustained also the human species: it made its own
nature the basis of its continuance and progressive action, as long as men shall
exist. All the works of God have their stability in themselves, and in their beautiful
consistency: for they all repose, within their determinate limits, on the equilibrium
of contending powers, by their intrinsic energy, which reduces these to order.
Guided by this clue, I wander through the labyrinth ot history and everywhere
perceive divine harmonious order: for what can anywhere occur, does occur; what
can operate, operates. But reason and justice alone endure: madness and folly
destroy the Earth and themselves. [Herder, Ideen, 419 (Manuel ed., 116-17)]
The immediate appeal of this passage turns upon the image which it
evokes of a system that is both growing and orderly, energic and stable,
active yet reposed, developing but systematic, infinite yet limited, and so on,
all of which is summed up in the idea of equilibrium. The implication of the
passage is that everything that has ever existed was adequate to the conditions of its existence. Herder delighted in the fact that "what can anywhere
occur, does occur; what can operate, operates." And on the basis of this
insight he cautioned his readers against any impulse to perplex themselves
with any "concern" of a "provident or retrospective" sort. (39) Things are
always what they must be, but the necessity of their being what they are is
nothing but the relationship between themselves and their milieux; "All
that can be, is; all that can come to be, will be; if not today, then tomorrow."
The spectacle of coming into being and passing away which the historical
record displays to consciousness was no occasion for despair to Herder. Time
did not threaten him, because he did not take time seriously. Things pass
away when their time has come, not when Time requires it of them. Time is
internalized in the individual; it exercises no hegemony over organic nature:
"Everything has come to bloom upon the earth which could do so, each in
its own time and in its own milieu; it has faded away, and it will bloom
again, when its time comes."
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like any other, but every one of which testifies to the presence of an informing principle within the whole.
The limitation of this conception of history is easily discernible. Lovejoy
has pointed out that Herder lacked any principle that might permit him to
explain why, if everything was always adequate to what nature required of
it, things had to change at all (Lovejoy, Essays, 181). Unable to relate the
fact of change to the fact of duration in any theoretically convincing way,
Herder was compelled, Lovejoy says, to elevate both change and duration
into sacramenta, and to consider manifestations of either as epiphanies of a
mysterious power, "the unified organic force" before which he was alternately reduced to pious silence or inspired to hymns of praise. In his review
of the Ideen, Kant, that relentless detector of metaphysics, laconically
exposed the unscientific character of Herder's reflections on both nature and
history. The notion of a unified organic force as "self-constituting with
respect to the manifold of all organic creatures and as subsequently acting
upon organs according to their differences so as to establish the many genera
and species" lay "wholly outside the field of empirical natural science," Kant
maintained. Such an "idea" belonged "solely to speculative philosophy,"
Kant held, and he went on to argue that, "if it were to gain entry even there,
it would cause gTeat havoc among accepted conceptions" (Kant, On History,
38). The desire to relate everything to everything else was denied to science,
Kant said; and, in a witty passage on Herder's attempt to deduce the functions of the parts of the body from its general physiognomy, Kant laid bare
the metaphysical thrust of Herder's entire system:

Herder did not presume to place himself above anything he encountered
in the historical record. Even the slovenly natives of the far off land of
California, reports of whom he had from a missionary, excited in him more
wonder than the disgust they would have inspired in Voltaire. Although they
changed their habitation "perhaps a hundred times a year," slept wherever
the urge seized them, "without paying the least regard to the filthiness of the
soil, or endeavoring to secure themselves from noxious vermin," and fed
on seeds which, "when pressed by want, they pick . . . out of their own excrement," he still found redeeming qualities in them. For they were "always
cheerful; forever jesting and laughing; well made, straight, and active"; they
lifted stones and other things from the ground "with their two foremost
toes"; and when they awoke from sleep, they "laugh[ed], talkjed], and
jest[ed]," going on, "till worn out by old age, when they [met] death with
calm indifference" (181 [9]).
Herder judged nothing. Those things that appeared to be evil, suffering,
wrongdoing, were seen by him always to judge themselves^Sseir perishing
was their judgment—they simply did not endure. And, according to Herder,
it was the same with the great agents of history as it was with the small, with
the Romans as with Califomians. "The Romans," Herder wrote, "were
precisely what they were capable of becoming: everything perishable belong*ing to them perished, and what was suspectible of permanence remained"
(394 [267-68]). Nothing existed for anything else, but everything was an
indispensable part of the whole; the law of the whole was the rule of the
part: "Natural history has reaped no advantage from the philosophy of final
causes, the sectaries of which have been inclined to satisfy themselves with
probable conjecture, instead of patient inquiry: how much less tfee history of
mankind, with its endlessly complicated machinery of causes mutually acting
upon each other" (393 [266-67]; italics added). In history, as in nature,
Herder concluded, "all, or nothing, is fortuitous; all, or nothing, is arbitrary.
. . . This is the only philosophical method of contemplating history, and it
has been even unconsciously practiced by all thinking minds" (392 [264-

To want to determine the arrangement of the head, externally with respect to its
shape and internally with respect to its brain, as necessarily connected with a propensity toward an upright posture; still more, to want to determine how a simple
organization directed solely to this end could contain the ability to reason (a pursuit therefore in which the beast participates)—that patently exceeds all human
Teason. For reason, thus conceived, totters on the top mng of the physiological
ladder and is on the point of taking metaphysical wing. [38-39]

65])Of course, to Herder nothing was fortuitous, nothing was arbitrary. He
believed that the governing agency which gives to everything the form it
ought to have is not extrinsic to the historical process; in the process itself,
through a mutual interaction among the elements of the process, things are
made into what they ought to be. All agencies in history carry within them
the rule of their own articulation, the operation of which is testified to in the
formal coherencies which individual things actually succeed in attaining.
Humility in the presence of the multiplicity of these forms is the historian's,
as it is the philosopher's, and, indeed, in Herder's conception, as it is the
scientist's, rule of procedure. Viewed from within the process itself, rather
than from outside it in the light of generic preconceptions, the historical
« « U M o nlertmra of nniaue forms, concrete universals, no one of which is

What Kant discerned in Herder's system as an error, however, was precisely what appealed to the historians and philosophers of history who
followed him. In the first place, the fact that Herder's system was metaphysical rather than scientific was less important than the mode of conceiving history which it promoted. The metaphysical aspects of the system were
the results of an abstraction from the root metaphor which underlay it and
sanctioned a particular posture before the facts of existence on the one hand
and a particular mode of representing natural and historical processes on
the otttr. The posture before the facts which it encouraged was especially
attractive to men who had lived through the period of the Revolution and
its aftermath and who ardently desired some principle on the basis of which
they could affirm the adequacy of their own lived reality against the extrem-
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ist criticisms of it which emanated from Reactionaries on the one hand and
from Radicals on the otherT^Herder's acceptance of every reality as inherently possessing its own rule of articulation could be extended to a contemporary society, as well as to past social orders, in a spirit acceptable to both the
Conservative and Liberal ranges of the spectrum of political ideology. The
attitude which served as the basis of historism when directed toward the past
was the same as that which served as the basis of realism when turned upon
the present. The same "catholicity of appreciation and understanding" which
Herder lavished on every aspect of nature and past history became in spirits
as diverse as Hegel, Balzac, Tocqueville, and Ranke the basis of a distinctively realistic historical self consciousness. Once drained of its excessive
claims as a form of scientific explanation and entertained as an attitude,
Organicism generated a whole set of perspectives on both the past and the
present that were especially satisfying to spokesmen for established classes in
the social order, whether those spokesmen thought of themselves as Liberals
x
or Conservatives.
In characterising Herder's conception of history, then, I should distinguish
among the point of view from which he regarded historical agents and
agencies, the voice with which he addressed his audience, the formal theory
of Organicism which he offered as an explanation or the event;; of history,
the story he told about history, and the plot structure which underlay this
• story and made of it a story of a particular kind If I make such distinctions,
I can sec that, aitrioiigh Kant was no doubt right in his proscription of
Herder's Organicism as a metaphysical theory, he had really undermined
only one of five different aspects of Herder's whole system. As a storyteller,
Herder provided a model for a way of depicting history that can be disengaged from its formal theoretical basis and judged on its own terms as a
methodological protocol which can be shared by romantics, realists, and
historists alike, and the sharing of which makes of the historical thinkers
who followed him, whether romantic, realist, or historist, representatives
of a single family of attitudes.
First of all, the voice in which Herder presented his conception of history
was that of the priestly celebrant of a divine mystery, not that of the prophet
admonishing his people for their fall from grace and recalling them to participation in the law. Herder spoke for rather than against humanity's
detractors, but not only for humanity in general; he also spoke for, or on
behalf of, his contemporary audience, which he addressed directly and whose
attitudes and values he shared. Second, the point of view assumed by Herder
with respect to his materials was that of one who is neither below nor above
them in dignity. Herder did not credit the idea that he and his own age were
demented coinage of a nobler age or incomplete anticipations of an age yet
to come. Although his attitude toward the past was that of a celebrant of its
inherent virtue, he extended this same attitude toward his own time, so that
the virtue that was presumed to have existed in prior times and would exist
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. future times was also presumed to be present in his time as well. Third,
the storv he told was that of the coming into being and passing-away of
things in their own time; it was a story organized around the motifs of
change and duration and the themes of generation, growth, and fulfillment,
motifs and themes which depend for their plausibility on the acceptance of
the analogv between human life and plant life, the root metaphorical identification at the heart of the work. It was the abstraction from this metaphor
that gave Herder the specifically Organicist philosophy, with its attendant
strategy of explanation and criterion of truth, criticized by Kant in his
review as unscientific and metaphysical. And, finally, the plot structure or
underlying myth which permitted Herder to bind together the themes and
motifs of his story into a comprehensible story of a particular sort was that
which has its archetype in Comedy, the myth of Providence, which permitted
Herder to assert that, when properly understood, all the evidence of disjunctions and conflict displayed in the historical record adds up to a drama of
divine, human, and natural reconciliation of the sort figured in the drama of
redemption in the Bible.
In Herder's whole system, then, distinctions can be made between the way
he approached the data of history and worked it up into evidence on the one
hancl and the way he explained and represented it on cne other. H ^ approach
to the data was that of the pious celebrant of its variety and vitality, and he
worked it up in such a way as to make of it a story in which this variety and
vitality aid stressed rather than explained away. Variety and vitality were
not, for him, secondary, but rather primary categories, and the kind of events
he depicted in the story of world history which He wrote was intended to
present these characteristics as the data to be accounted for. They were
accounted for by being set within a double order of explanatory strategies,
theoretical and metaphysical on the one hand and poetic and Metaphorical
on the other. Thus, in Herder's Ideen the reader experiences a twofold
explanatory effect: the metaphysical theory, which conflicts with the formal
philosophizing, and especially the Kantian criticism, of his time; and the
Metaphorical identification of the doctrine of Providence with the life of the
plant, which permits the ordering of the story material into a typical
Comedy.

<«§ From Herder to Romanticism and Idealismla my characterization of eighteenth-century historiography I have distinguished between four modalities of historical conceptualization. The main
tradition of rationalism I have characterized as Metonymical and Ironic in
its apprehension and comprehension, respectively, 'of the historical process,
and I have shown how this approach to history justified an essentially Satiric
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cal mode of representation, the Absurdist implications of which accorded
perfectly with the Skepticism in thought and relativism in ethics which a
consistently Mechanistic apprehension of the world must in the end lead to.
Over against this tradition I have set, as a subdominant convention of historical thought which persisted throughout the century, from Leibniz to Herder,
a Metaphorical-Synecdochic mode of historical conceptualization which
promotes an Organicist notion of explanation and a Comic mode of representation, which has distinctively optimistic implications, but which is also
essentially ambiguous in its moral and political, which is to say its ideological, implications. Both of these conventions arose in opposition to the "confessional" historiography of the preceding century, which was conceived to
want in objectivity; to the annaiistic mode of representation, which was
(correctly) perceived to want in color, conceptualization, and interpretive
• power; and to the belletristic conception of the historian's task as promoted
by the historiens galants or romanesques of the Rococo Age. I have suggested that the full development of Mechanism into Irony on the one hand
and of Organicism into spiritual self-certitude on the other created a schism
in the historical consciousness of the age which exposed it to the threat of
mythification, a threat which Kant at once warned against and exemplified
iii his suggestion that the form of the historical process must be provided on
aesthetic grounds for moral reasons.
This tendency toward the mythification of historical consciousness was
carried out in the interest of defending the individual against the collectivity
in Romanticism and in the interest of defending the collectivity Against the
individual in Idealism. Both of these movements represented reactions to
the moral Irony into which rationalist historiography had been driven from
Bayle to Gibbon and the ideological ambiguity into which the Synecdochic
presuppositions of Herder's Organicist thought had led him by the early
1790s.
Romanticist historical thought can be conceived as an attempt to rethink
the problem of historical knowledge in the mode of Metaphor and the problem of the historical,process in terms of the will of the individual conceived
as the sole agent of causal efficacy in that process. Idealism may be viewed in
a similar light. It, too, represents an attempt to conceive historical knowledge and historical process in the mode of Metaphor; however, it conceives
the sole agent of the historical process to be mind, not in its individuality,
but in its generic essence, as the World Mind, in which all historical events
are seen as effects of remote, first and final, "spiritual" causes.

