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1 Understanding history

Hermeneutics and source-criticism
in historical scholarship

Philipp Miiller

In his private correspondence the German historian Johann Gustav Droysen did not
hesitate to call a spade a spade. Reflecting on the achievements of Leopold Ranke
who was already considered one of the most important founders of modern histor-
ical scholarship Droysen declared: ‘Unfortunately . . . because of Ranke and his
school we have become lost in what is called source-criticism whose entire feat
consists in asking whether a poor devil of an annalist has copied from another.”
Because of Ranke’s influence Droysen felt he had a hard time convincing his fel-
low historians that the decisive part in studying history was not the verification but
the interpretation of the sources. In his letter he continued: ‘It has caused some
shaking of heads when I happily contended that the historian’s task was under-
standing or, if one prefers, interpreting.’? By emphasizing the significance of inter-
pretation Droysen did not intend to neglect the merits of critical source-reading. As
a matter of fact, his “Historik’, a series of lectures where he explained the scholarly
principles of history, includes one of the most detailed accounts of the methods to
establish the credibility of historical documents that was ever written. But at the
same time, Droysen believed that history had to go beyond the mere collection of
true facts about the past and, in his eyes, this was exactly where his predecessors
had failed to develop a proper explanation of scholarly procedures. He especially
held Ranke responsible for a simplified image of history that did not recognize that
one could only gain historical knowledge through interpreting historical records.
As far as Droysen was concerned, Ranke’s search in the dust of the archives was
only the first step to be taken in order to reconstruct the past.’

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

Humanism and textual criticism

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

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

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

In addition to philology and theology, textual criticism also made its way into
jurisprudence before it came to be regarded as a distinctive feature of historical
scholarship. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the status of the traditional
corpus of Roman law as a collection of texts that should govern contemporary juris-
diction was challenged. French critics like Guillaume Budé and Jean Bodin were
convinced that the original Roman law within the ‘Corpus 1uris’ was buried under
medieval glosses and commentaries which had misunderstood the meaning of
ancient notions because they had not bothered to study the change of judicial insti-
tutions and terms.” Again, the humanist tradition of textual criticism emphasized
the significance of primary sources and encouraged systematic vigilance for possi-
ble distortion. In order to detect mistakes of tradition, different versions of texts had
to be compared to each other, the verisimilitude of the textual content had to be
examined and the style and language checked.!’

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

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

Ranke and the claim to be objective

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

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

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

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

The concordance between knowing subject (the scholar) and the object to be known
(the subject of study) was based on the idea of developing an approach specifically
designed for historical studies. In order to discover the meaning of history, Ranke
suggested combining the principles of philosophy and poetry. Although he agreed
with its aims, Ranke blamed philosophy for constructing abstract categories that
ignored the limits of the human mind and, therefore, only pretended to show the
spiritual unity of reality. Poetry, on the other hand, was not concerned with the real
aspects of life and nature, but adopting its procedures could prove fruitful. Ranke
held that a poetic sense of synthesis could integrate the particular facts of the past
into a whole that did not represent an abstract notion but a unity of its own kind.”
The poetic formation of an image of past reality presupposed a mental creativity
within the historian and this corresponded with the hidden spiritual creativity he
thought lay within historical phenomena. For Ranke, expressing the particular ele-
ments of history in an aesthetic form could reveal the hidden general content of the
past because it reflected the spiritual principle of historical reality. Accordingly,
science and art did not exclude each other, but were rather constructed as comple-
mentary elements of historical knowledge.?? Ranke explained:

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

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

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

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

Droysen and the theory of historical understanding

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

According to Droysen, rather than restricting themselves to the literal meaning
of the sources, historians should seek to uncover the mental content embodied in
the facts and events documented by written texts, monuments and so on. In his con-
ception, history was interested in aspects of reality which had been shaped by the
human mind. Historians, therefore, should be concerned with the results of
thoughts and plans of the past which had found expression in historical actions.™
Despite this interest in the way historical actors thought, Droysen distinguished
between historical interpretation and psychological interpretation. Whereas the
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latter focused on the personal motives of individuals, historical interpretation was
concerned with larger historical forces. Understanding actions psychologically
meant tracing them back to the character and personality of individuals; historical
understanding, as Droysen explained, was based on the belief that the human will
depends on the world of which it is part and, therefore, has to be perceived as some-
thing beyond the mere outcome of psychological motives. Droysen was convinced
that historical epistemology could be based on the existence of a chain of general
ideas behind individual thinking, which gave particular thoughts and motives their
meaning.* This concept was the key to the hermeneutic character of Droysen’s
theory of history and reading sources. Understanding history meant interpreting
particular phenomena as part of a whole, a whole that was constructed by the histo-
rian in order to determine their historical significance.*

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

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

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

Droysen’s determination to study the development of ethical powers was closely
tied to what he conceived as the purpose of historical scholarship. If the mind of the
present was constituted by the development of historical ideas over time, and if those
ideas were by nature progressive, historical knowledge was meant to reveal a wider
principle of historical evolution: it was not only significant for knowing the past, but
it could also offer orientation within the contemporary world. By revealing the his-
torical nature of one’s own thinking, Droysen hoped to give the individual who stud-
ied the past a sense of his place in his own time, and to stimulate historical
development through the enhancement of social and collective powers. The wider
goal of historical inquiry was to make the subject of historical knowledge aware of
the historical meaning of his thoughts and ideas, in order to develop a sense of his
position and function within a historical continuum stretching into the future.** For
Droysen, understanding history meant recognizing that selfhood was constituted by
an evolutionary principle of history which — once it was fully grasped — enabled the
individual to transcend his current situation in order to carry on the tradition of
progress. Historical studies were meant to highlight this continuity as the essence of
history, with the purpose of ensuring its further development: ‘The idea itself strives
t0 an ever new expression, its existence is to become and to grow . . . Its deployment
is the becoming and growing of history, history is the progressing . . . growth of the
ideas.”*' By revealing the presence of the past within the contemporary way of study-
ing history, Droysen thus claimed that the acquisition of historical knowledge was
ultimately driven by the same notion of progress as historical development itself. As
a consequence, from Droysen’s point of view, understanding history was synony-
mous with eventually fulfilling the task of advancing the cause of mankind.*

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

Dilthey and understanding as the core of the human sciences

Dilthey combined a strongly developed sense for philosophical questions with exten-
sive research on the history of literature, historiography and general intellectual his-
tory. His main interest was to develop a scientific foundation for the humanities,
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coining the term ‘ Geisteswissenschafien’ (literally translated as: ‘sciences of spirit”)
with his Introduction to the Human Sciences in 1883." Throughout his work he relied
on notions of the German concept of Bildung which were already present in the
approaches Ranke and Droysen developed. The meaning of Bildung is not covered by
literal translations like ‘education’. Rather than describing a process of acquiring a
pre-given catalogue of knowledge or skills, Bildung aimed at the combination of
knowledge and personal self-formation that was expressed by the notion of under-
standing.*’ Accordingly, Ranke did not simply want to establish objective knowledge
of the past, but believed that historical studies changed the mental capacities of indi-
viduals. Droysen held that history had an educational responsibility which surpassed
the discovery of the truth about the past, because it aimed to orient his fellow citizens
in the contemporary world. In both of these approaches, gaining historical knowledge
was linked with self-formation because it developed the individual’s capacity for
self-determined thinking and acting. As such, along with neo-humanist intellectuals
like Wilhelm von Humboldt, key proponents of German history turned Bildung into
an ideal conduct of life that was independent from external constraints because it fol-
lowed an internally motivated concordance with the principles of reality.*®

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

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

For Dilthey, understanding could rely on a mental relationship inherent in the expe-
rience of living itself. Whereas the natural sciences approached their objects from
the outside, the human sciences focused on the idea that every experience rested on
the existence of a mental frame inside the human subject.** Having an experience
presupposed a web of beliefs, ideas, sentiments which gave each particular instance
of experience its meaning. The method of understanding used this idea in two ways.
First, the interpretation of the historical world was itself an experience which relied
on the mental frame of the interpreting subject. Second, understanding treated the
traces of the past as the ‘objectification’ of particular experiences of others which
were themselves related to an inner mental frame.* The process of understanding
was designed to show that the two forms of mental composition were connected.
Dilthey differentiated between different forms of Verstehen: elementary
understanding read the expressions of mental life backwards from the outcome
to its source; re-experiencing, on the other hand, constituted a higher form of
understanding. His explanation of re-experiencing relied on a circular form of
reasoning: according to Dilthey, any mental experience represented a part of the
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psychological whole of a subject. Every particular experience derived its meaning
from the overall composition of a mind and, in turn, every instance of experience
had significance for the whole. Since the historian had no direct access to the men-
tal composition of those he studied, he had to start by taking his own life-experience
as a point of comparison. From there, the meaning of an expression of experience
of others could then be inferred by way of analogy. Using one’s own ideas, convic-
tions and sentiments as a starting-point, re-experiencing meant reconstructing the
web of experience of others by enforcing or weakening the elements of one’s own
inner being and by critically comparing the other person’s expression of mental
experience with one’s own manner of expressing a supposedly similar experi-
ence.” Although this process was not supposed to ever accomplish an actual re-
creation of another person’s mind, Dilthey held that it enabled one to understand
the historical traces of the human world.

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

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

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

Conclusion

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

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

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

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

Approaches from literary studies and
their implications

Christoph Reinfandt

‘Who’s afraid of the “linguistic turn”?” the German historian Peter Schéttler asked
in 1997, some eight years after his excellent survey of what he perceived to be
historians’ new interest in the analysis of language and discourse in the 1980s.!
His answer was that, plainly, many historians still were. Apparently, the disci-
pline’s misgivings about the implications of addressing the linguistic and discur-
sive parameters of both history and historiography were not easily dispelled. To
this day, the uncertainty and instability going along with a focus on language
and discourse is perceived as a threat to the institutional standards and foundations
of historiography. History, conceived in this way, seems to lose its factuality
and to evaporate into fiction, irrationality or merely discourse itself; any ‘grand’ or
‘master narratives’ of modernity are scattered into ‘little narratives’, and the
unity of history itself appears to have been abandoned.? Accordingly, beyond
the programmatic but strangely half-hearted ‘Defense of History” by writers such
as, most prominently, Richard J. Evans,’ constructive engagements with the
challenge are few and far between and do not always come from the heart of the
profession.*

What strikes the outsider such as the present writer with a background in literary
studies, literary theory and sociological systems theory as slightly odd, however, is
the persistence of the catchphrase ‘the linguistic turn’ in the context of this particu-
lar debate. To be sure, the ‘turn’ taken by philosophy and other disciplines at the
beginning of the twentieth century — identified retrospectively as ‘the linguistic
turn’ by the philosopher Richard Rorty only in 1967 — is of fundamental impor-
tance.® But then there has been so much going on since then that the — from the his-
torian’s point of view — apparently widely accepted equation linguistic turn =
literary theory = postmodernism surely merits closer scrutiny.® This seems particu-
larly necessary in view of the fact that in the fields of literary and cultural studies
there has been a proliferation of subsequent ‘turns’ of all kinds since the 1980s, and
this development makes the epithet ‘linguistic” surely look old-fashioned and not
‘postmodern’ at all.”

So how does it all hang together? In the present chapter, the broader context of
theoretical positions in literary studies will be outlined with an eye to their viability
in realms beyond literature, and particularly history. Theory itself will be con-
ceived of as springing from the renegotiations of objectivity that are characteristic
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of modernity. From the eighteenth century onwards at the latest, traditional notions
of objective truth had to face the emergence of subjectivity as a core ingredient of
modern culture. Once truth became potentially subjective and thus relative, all truth
claims had to be justified in new ways, and this function was taken over by theory
in a specifically modern sense. Ultimately, however, the emergence of modern
theory inaugurated an increasing awareness of the pervasiveness of reflexivity in
modern culture at large. This fundamental importance of reflexivity was finally
acknowledged with the linguistic turn in the early twentieth century, which later fed
into the apotheosis of literary theory in the 1980s* marked by its ‘postmodern’
ambition of taking the decisive step from being a theory of something towards
being just ‘plain “theory”™ — with seemingly unlimited reach in explaining the
world in terms of textuality and representation.’

The first section will address theories of textual meaning before the linguistic
turn. In contrast to the assertion occasionally put forward in primers of literary
theory in the English-speaking world that before literary theory there was only the
ideology of liberal humanism, ' earlier theories about ‘textual meaning and how to
get at it in the case of literature’ will be traced. From the eighteenth century
onwards, the theory of interpretation called hermeneutics has tried to preserve the
ideal of stable and unequivocal (‘objective’) textual meaning in spite of its
increasing awareness of the fact that meaning can only be realized in subjective acts
of interpretation. In the nineteenth century, on the other hand, the competitive
projects of positivism and Marxism tried to establish extra-textual (i.e. social and
historical) frames of objectivity from which textual meaning was to be derived. Itis
against theoretical orientations such as these that the early twentieth century
emancipation of literary theory proper positioned itself by taking its inspiration
from linguistics.

Accordingly, the second section will begin with a discussion of the internal
ideological contradictions of the Anglo-American varieties of formalism
(‘Practical Criticism’, “New Criticism”), which are, in spite of their a- and transhis-
torical aspirations and their longevity, seen as transitional movements caught
between the old paradigm of liberal humanism on the one hand and the emerging
new paradigm of critical theory on the other." This emergence of critical theory is
then traced from Russian Formalism through Structuralism into Poststructuralism
and Deconstruction, with the last two dominating the emerging self-descriptions of
Jate twentieth-century Western culture as ‘postmodern’ between, say, 1968 and the
early 1980s for better or worse. It is the stringency of this twentieth-century success
story with its focus on language and textuality that makes the equation linguistic
turn = postmodernism so attractive a target for its opponents. However, as the third
section will then show, there has been a re-orientation towards history after the hey-
day of ‘theory’ in the 1980s, and fruitful ideas for the interpretation of texts from
modern history can be drawn from this context. The chapter will accordingly end
with an attempt to map the various components of the checklist outlined in the
introduction to this volume onto recent theoretical and methodological positions in
the fields of literary, cultural and media studies.'
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Theory before theory

In an influential survey of the history of Western aesthetics, the literary critic M.H.
Abrams suggests that approaches to reading texts can be grouped according to how
they understand the relation of a text to the world."* Since antiquity, the most widely
held assumption is that a work of art imitates reality. Theories with this focus can
be classified as ‘mimetic theories’ (from Greek mimesis, meaning ‘imitation’), and
they are often combined with ‘pragmatic theories’ focusing on the question as to
why and how this imitation of reality should be accomplished and what effects it
has (or should have) on an audience. While these theoretical orientations are still
very much with us, a radically new orientation emerged at the end of the eighteenth
century when ‘expressive theories’ focused on the mind and genius of the writer as
the origin and sole frame of reference for the work. This Romantic emancipation of
the work from the constraints of imitation and moral edification led in turn to a new
type of ‘objective theories” largely concerned with the work as an object in itself
which was fully realized in the modernist movement at the beginning of the twen-
tieth century and in formalist schools of literary criticism emerging at that time.

Broadly, then, one can distinguish between traditional, ‘old-European’ positions
predicated on notions of objective truth on the one hand and specifically modern
positions predicated on subjectivity and reflexivity on the other. While mimetic and
pragmatic theories rest on the assumption that meaning and truth are basically
residing in the world and function as eternal and objective norms of beauty and
moral behaviour, this frame of reference no longer holds for expressive and sub-
jective theories. As specifically modern theories they acknowledge the loss of onto-
logical certainty characteristic of the modern age and try to compensate for this loss
through an insistence on the autonomy of art as prefigured in notions of the artist as
genius.

For the present purposes of reading texts from modern history the latter positions
are obviously crucial, but it is important to note that the outline presented above
does not indicate a linear sequence with each new position replacing the preceding
one. Instead it is based on a cumulative principle: to this day, the ideal of objective
truth has not vanished, although ever since the eighteenth century all truth
claims have had to come to terms with the fundamental instability introduced by
subjectivity and reflexivity. Accordingly, textual meaning under modern condi-
tions unfolds in a three-dimensional sphere in which objective, subjective and
reflexive orientations of meaning are simultaneously present. However, the bias
of the rules of reading shifted only slowly from a nostalgic longing for objectivity
to an acknowledgement of culturally domesticated forms of subjectivity and finally
to a full-blown engagement with the cultural reflexivity induced by — well, not
language as the phrase ‘the linguistic turn’ suggests, but rather, as will be seen later
in this chapter, writing, printing and, of late, the electronic media. And the
beginning of this trajectory is marked by the emergence of a theory of interpretation
which tries to balance the ideal of stable, unified meanings as part of objective
truth with the subjective implications of all acts of reading (and writing, for
that matter).
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The beginnings of hermeneutics (from Greek hermeneutikos “an expert in inter-
pretation’) can be traced to the aftermath of the Reformation, which, in its rejection
of the monopolizing of the interpretation of scripture by Catholic dogma, posed the
problem of how to legitimize the newly democratized readings of the Bible."* The
basic principle established here was that of the hermeneutic circle, i.e. the assump-
tion that the understanding of parts of the Bible as read by the individual reader is
framed by the meaning of the whole and vice versa, while the meaningfulness of the
whole can be taken for granted because of its status as ‘God’s word’. As soon as this
idea is applied to texts beyond the realm of Holy Scripture, however, the problem
of whether the meaningfulness of the whole (what whole?) can be presupposed sur-
faces, and it is exacerbated by the problem of historical distance. Generally, this
problem is solved in hermeneutics by assuming a continuity of cultural expression
since antiquity which creates a link between all texts. As late as 1960 Hans-Georg
Gadamer (1900-2002) suggested in his seminal Wahrheit und Methode (Truth and
Method) that the problem of subjectivity can be overcome by accepting tradition as
a normative element which helps to avoid arbitrary subjective readings.'” Still, the
problem of the potential subjectivism of all reading (and writing) acts resurfaced
again and again in the hermeneutic tradition, and it found its seminal expression in
Wilhelm Dilthey’s (1833-1911) project of establishing the human sciences
(Geisteswissenschaften) as an alternative to the increasingly successful objectivist
paradigm of the natural sciences. In this context, Johann Gustav Droysen
(1808-1884) insisted that when writing history the distinction between (objective)
‘source criticism’ on the one hand and (inevitably subjective) ‘interpretation’ on
the other must be maintained, while the subjective implications of the latter should
be reined in by the overarching continuity of Western civilization.

As opposed to this direct engagement with the cultural dimension of subjectiv-
ity, the nineteenth century also saw a redoubled attempt at preserving the unity of
an objective world view. In France, the mathematician and philosopher Auguste
Comte (1798-1857) laid out the programme for what he called positivism and
which ultimately evolved into the discipline of sociology.' In keeping with the
French connotations of the word positive, this scientific programme for dealing
with social problems strictly focused on what is real (as opposed to imagined), use-
ful (as opposed to meaningless), certain (as opposed to uncertain) and constructive
(as opposed to destructive). Following the anti-metaphysical tradition of the

European enlightenment, positivism restricts itself to the observation and exami-
nation of given facts which are then classified in order to find out and establish the
unchangeable laws of the world. On these premises, Comte develops his
‘Encyclopaedic Law of the Classification of the Sciences’ culminating in the his-
torical method of sociology and integrates this into a larger world-historical
scheme with clear political implications: Comte envisages a hierarchical model of
society in which spiritual authority resides with an elite of sociologists while secu-
lar authority resides with bankers and businessmen.

At this point the ideological framing of scientific objectivity under modern con-
ditions becomes obvious: while the observation and examination of facts may be
undertaken for its own sake, there is, behind its back, as it were, a larger agenda
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resting on a firm belief'in the interconnectedness of scientific, economic, and social
progress, i.e. the master narrative of modernity. From here it is only a small step to
an outright materialistic philosophy of history as introduced by Karl Marx
(1818-1883). While in many respects related to positivism, Marxism replaces the
emphasis on knowledge as something arrived at through science with a radically
new emphasis on a theoretical model of the material basis of a society as manifested
in stages and states of its economy.'” This move provided the basis for the most
powerful counter-narrative of modernity. It also made it clear once and for all that
under modern conditions everything can be viewed from (at least) two angles, thus
preparing the ground for all kinds of fundamentally critical projects in the twenti-
eth and twenty-first centuries, such as, for example, some of the positions sub-
sumed under the heading of ‘postmodernism’.

With regard to the reading of texts from modern history, however, this implies
that since Comte and Marx there have been two objectivities, as it were. Both posi-
tivistic and Marxist approaches to literature, taking a decidedly anti-hermeneutical
stance, regard literary texts as social and historical facts which should be explained
without drawing upon fuzzy Romantic concepts like ‘genius’ or ‘creative free-
dom’, but nevertheless they part company with regard to their respective evalua-
tions of texts. In the case of positivism, the basic assumption is that society
determines the life of the author who in turn determines the shape of the work. This
leads to an author-centred approach which searches for traces of biographical facts
in the works.'* In spite of its anti-hermeneutical origins this mode of inquiry is not
completely incompatible with the hermeneutical project of finding out what the
author really meant, and to this day the combined power of these two positions, plus
experiences drawn from everyday life as well as the conventions of school teaching
and encyclopaedias, governs the attitude of many a normal reader or novice student
of literature in spite of the fact that all kinds of epistemological problems could be
identified (What are biographical ‘facts’? How do we get at them? What happens to
them in the poet’s mind?). Similarly, the time-honoured, ‘old-European’ notion
that literature mirrors reality (cf. Abrams’s ‘mimetic theories’) is perpetuated in a
fairly naive way, notwithstanding the Marxist insight that literary texts do not nec-
essarily mirror reality, because they might as well distort it. And finally, the seem-
ingly straightforward analysis of ‘objective’ textual features turns out to be heavily
influenced by subjective interpretive strategies.

Marxist thinkers, on the other hand, address some of these problems by some-
what paradoxically placing literature on the fairly inaccessible level of ‘superstruc-
ture’ (i.e. as part of the ideas and institutions which mediate between material
existence of human beings and their consciousness) whilst acknowledging that the
material basis of society is laid by its economic structure. According to these
thinkers, literature in a class society is an ideological phenomenon caught up in the
necessarily wrong or limited consciousness brought forth and controlled by the
power structures of capitalism, though it does have, to a certain extent, the potential
for transcending these conditions through its limited independence from the
restraints of material production. Obviously, this framework offers a more sophis-
ticated account of the social determination of textual meaning than positivism by
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acknowledging that there need not be a one-to-one mirroring of reality. At the same
time, however, this step opens up texts for alternative readings in the light of the
version of modern progress that Marxism envisages. And with the benefit of hind-
sight one can see from today’s vantage point that objectivity under modern condi-
tions seems to be an ideological construct anyway, be it of bourgeois-capitalist
persuasion as in positivism or opposed to this as in Marxism.

Theories of textual meaning before the emergence of literary theory, then, were
very much preoccupied with staking claims for objectivity by linking textual mean-
ing to something ‘objectively’ given outside of the text. Within the frameworks of
positivism and Marxism, meaning is determined and unequivocally unified by
society and history, while their wholesale and largely uncritical adoption of
mimetic and pragmatic theories of art and literature manifests the ongoing longing
for objectivity which is characteristic of modern culture to this day. The problemi s,
alas, that the alternative master narratives of modern progress projected by posi-
tivism and Marxism themselves undermine their aspiration to perpetuate objectiv-
ity, and one can assume that this fundamental relativity contributed massively to
the explicitly reflexive turn modern culture took finally at the beginning of the
twentieth century.

There was, however, another sphere increasingly claiming its own objectivity, as
it were, in the course of the nineteenth century. In the Romantic period, a modern
understanding of art and literature as imaginative and autonomous fields of cultural
practice established itself. Just like the tradition of hermeneutics, this new aesthetic
and literary paradigm tried to acknowledge the fundamental importance of subjec-
tivity in all acts of reading and writing on the one hand and to salvage the possibil-
ity of unified meaning as guaranteed by the ideal of objectivity on the other. For all
practical artistic purposes, the hermeneutic projection of objectivity into an ideal-
ized realm of ‘culture’ was translated into an emphatic insistence on the unity and
totality of works of art (cf. Abrams’s ‘objective theories’), and at this point
hermeneutics feeds into the momentous formation of what has come to be known
as the Romantic ideology.'® As will be seen in the next section, reading practices in
the fields of literature and education were heavily influenced by this ideological
formation.?® Before the linguistic turn, then, there were at least three objectivities
available in modern culture: the master narrative of progress as envisaged in posi-
tivism on the one hand, and the two counter-narratives of Marxism and aesthetic
autonomy on the other.'

The linguistic turn and beyond: modernity coming into its own

Objectivity, this brief survey suggests, became a highly problematic and contested
category towards the end of the nineteenth century. Just like many other dimen-
sions of modemn culture, it was subject to differentiation, and an important effect of
this development can be found in the proliferation of academic disciplines, each
successfully negotiating its own highly specialized truth claims and objectivities
but finding only limited acceptance beyond its own sphere. Obviously, this
fragmentation contributed massively to the overall emergence of reflexivity as a
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signature of modern culture in the early twentieth century. Against this back-
ground, the emergence of professional standards for the discipline of history in the
course of the nineteenth century can be described in terms of the combination of
hermeneutical and positivistic procedures outlined above, albeit with a strong bias
towards objectivity as the ultimate yardstick of professionalism and defining qual-
ity of good practice. To this day, the conviction that ‘things really did happen in the
past and that historians can often find out what they were’ is at the heart of the his-
torical profession, and justly so as long as it goes hand in hand with the new sense
of ‘acute methodological self-consciousness’ recently described by Keith
Thomas.?” Or, as another observer puts it:

We did not need postmodernism to tell us that objectivity was always a
chimera, that individual historians, their lives, loves and beliefs, are always
there, in choice of subject and argument and in the very words they write.
History never was just facts; it was always the interpretation of them. Before
the historian, the first person who told stories about the past, history didn’t
exist. Facts existed, and the past, but not history.*

Here, however, we are obviously back to square one in terms of the nineteenth-
century schism between ‘source criticism’ and interpretation, and the question is:
on what grounds can an objectivity not only of evidence and induction, but ulti-
mately of interpretation be established as the defining quality of good practice
within the discipline, and how can it accommodate the standards of postmodern
epistemology without undermining the foundations of historians’ professionalism?

One possible answer may lie in acknowledging the fundamental twentieth cen-
tury shift from objectivity to reflexivity as a regulative idea of academic practice.*
Interestingly, this shift was addressed earlier in literary studies than in history, pre-
sumably because of literature’s lack of ‘objective” and factual credentials. As the
new discipline of literary studies emerged it had to come up with notions of ‘liter-
ariness’ in order to justify its existence, and a turn to language as literature’s core
ingredient seemed the logical next step, especially as linguistics was also emerging
as a new discipline at the same time — and one with strong ‘scientific’ leanings and
aspirations. This step was, however, taken only half-heartedly in the English-
speaking world. Beginning with L.A. Richards’s (1893-1979) and C.K. Ogden’s
(1889-1957) attempt at transferring methods of linguistic analysis to the reading of
literary texts in The Meaning of Meaning (1923), the emergent approach of
‘Practical Criticism’ rejected subjectivist and impressionist modes of literary criti-
cism as well as positivistic approaches.?* All non-literary factors (author, context,
reality) were relegated to their new status as ‘background knowledge’, and the lit-
erary text was emphatically conceived of as an organic unity in the face of an
increasingly fragmented modern reality. Here it becomes obvious that the new
objectivity of the approach oscillated precariously between scientific aspirations
on the one hand and the ideological underpinnings of the object of study on the
other, i.e. an a priori understanding of the literary text as a ‘great’, ‘timeless’ and
unified work of art.?® Nevertheless, the codification of this new ‘intrinsic approach’
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with its exclusive emphasis on ‘close reading’ under the banner of the ‘New
Criticism’ in the United States of the 1940s established a new focus on the literary
text itself as the sole origin of its meaning. And what is more, the truth-value of
poetic language with its connotative and metaphorical levels of meaning and its tol-
eration of ambiguity was for the first time explicitly emancipated from the under-
standing of truth in ‘normal’ (and scientific) language with its one-to-one
denotations of the most literal and limited meaning of a word and its seemingly
clear-cut reference to the world.?” Accordingly, time-honoured notions of linguis-
tic truth as rooted in language’s correspondence to reality were supplemented by
the notion that truth might equally reside in the coherence and acceptability of
works of art or, by extension, language, texts or discourses in general. While this
idea was at first exclusively limited to literature, the twentieth century saw its grad-
ual expansion and, inversely, an erosion of referential, ontological notions of truth.

Meanwhile, on the other side of the world, an emerging group of Russian for-
malists was less encumbered by ideological burdens.”® In Moscow and St
Petersburg, a number of scholars tried to get rid of the unsystematic, subjective and
impressionistic ways of dealing with literature inherited from the nineteenth cen-
tury by focusing on ‘how’ instead of ‘what’ a text means. Just like the New
Criticism, the first steps in this direction were heavily influenced by the aestheticist
and avantgardistic poetic movements of the day with their programmatic insistence
on aesthetic autonomy. Focusing on the distinction between ‘normal’ language
based on habitual, automatic responses, mechanical recognition and reference to
reality on the one hand, and self-referential poetic language which provokes a new
awareness and intensity of perception in the reader on the other, the Russian for-
malists envisaged a dialectics of automatization and defamiliarization based on
concrete acts of reception.?’ As opposed to the New Critics insistence on ‘time-
lessness’, this dynamic model introduced the possibility of describing literary his-
tory in terms of an evolution of literary forms. Later stages of Russian formalism
then moved beyond notions of form by introducing the concept of structure in
which textual unity is not achieved by a combination and merging of elements, but
rather by their dynamic interaction.® And finally, this development culminated in
the so-called ‘Structuralist Manifesto’ (1928), which marked the final transforma-
tion of Russian formalism into structuralism.’’ The shift from ‘form’ (with its firm
link to the individual text at hand) to ‘structure’ (with its greater appreciation of the
internal dynamics of texts) marked a decisive step in spelling out the implications
of the linguistic turn. While for all practical purposes, structuralist readings of lit-
erary texts in the English-speaking world frequently remained strictly within the
confines of terminologically upgraded close readings modelled on work by Roman
Jakobson and Claude Levi-Strauss,* the term structure continuously implied larger
contexts in that the meaning of textual elements such as binary oppositions was
conceived of as being embedded within larger structures, such as society
understood as a structure of structures conditioning each other in no particular hier-
archical order.”

According to such approaches, meaning, then, takes its origin in structures,
and the basic patterns of structures are prefigured in language itself. The modern
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linguistics of Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913) was hugely influential, in partic-
ular his examination of binary oppositions. De Saussure’s Cours de linguistique
générale as transcribed by one of his students and published posthumously in 1916
describes language as a system or structure of elements whose relation to each other
is governed by codes. Its most revolutionary and ground-breaking idea is that
meaning emerges from these relations and oppositions rather than from a sign’s
reference to the world.* In other words: the relationship between the materially
graspable side of a linguistic sign, the ‘signifier’, and its meaning, the ‘signified’, is
governed by conventional aspects internal to the language system and thus
arbitrary. Accordingly, meaning is a purely linguistic phenomenon basically inde-
pendent from reference, though for all practical purposes the assumption of a refer-
ence implied by the apparent unity of the sign is of course helpful.

At any rate, this emancipation of meaning from reference and the idea that the
principle of codes as binary oppositions could be transferred from the realm of lan-
guage to the realm of culture at large were put to good use in structuralism’s wide
coverage of cultural phenomena. This coverage ranged from the analysis of poems
to the question of how the aesthetic can be described as a social phenomenon, from
investigations of the anthropological significance of distinguishing raw food from
cooked food to the workings of narrative and the mythologies of everyday life in
popular culture.* This in turn inaugurated the fully fledged cultural dispersion of
the linguistic turn’s implications, which were now refashioned in terms of semi-
otics, i.e. in terms of the systematic study of all factors involved in the production
and interpretation of signs or in processes of signification. And it was in this realm
that the final steps from structuralism into the much more radical claims of post-
structuralism evolved. .

Roland Barthes (1915-1980) suggested as early as 1964 that meaning is not
dependent on the structure of the language system alone, but also on socially and
culturally embedded secondary systems of signification such as politics, science,
literature or whatever.*® In the contexts of these secondary systems, every linguis-
tic sign in de Saussure’s sense, with its arbitrary but fairly stable denotative relation
between signifier and signified, functions in its entirety as a new signifier. The sig-
nifieds of this new signifier unfold in a field of connotations particular to a given
secondary system, and it surely does make a difference whether you talk about a
tree in a linguistics class, in a nature poem, in the contexts of ‘green’ or conserva-
tive politics, or in terms of its economic potential. What is more, the plurality of sec-
ondary systems in modern culture suggests that their interaction might actually
even create tertiary systems of signification in which signs taken in their entirety
from one secondary system may stimulate ever-new connotations in another sys-
tem which thus shifts into a tertiary position. Accordingly, the process of meaning
production (semiosis) cannot be delimited, and the potential signifieds of a given
signifier proliferate. It is this basic instability of meaning that is finally and notori-
ously addressed by the ‘postmodern’ theories of poststructuralism and deconstruc-
tion, and it should by now be clear in the light of the preceding survey that this
position is the outcome of the linguistic turn at the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury. It is, in other words, not just the spleen of some particularly inventive French
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theorists in the 1970s, but rather the eventual surfacing of a broader reflexive turn
taken by modern culture at large, marked by a shift from ‘old-European’ ontology
with its concomitant essentialism predicated on identity to an all-pervasive con-
structivism predicated on difference.”

While structuralism and poststructuralism share the assumption that language is
constitutive of human dealings with reality and that the world is a world of arbitrary
signs, their understanding of the sign differs significantly. Where structuralism
insists on the unity of the sign — within which meaning resides with its implied ref-
erence to the world — poststructuralism acknowledges that only the material dimen-
sion of the sign (the signifier) is accessible while its possible signifieds evolve
unfixably from never-ending processes of semiosis. Accordingly, there is, in prin-
ciple, a gap rather than a link between signifier and signified, the sign is not a unit,
but rather an access point to a cultural practice which does not point towards any-
thing beyond itself. As the French philosopher Jacques Derrida (1930-2004)
argued, there is no ‘transcendental signified” which is somehow present without
any discursive mediation and can thus stop the endless play of signifiers.”*

In the light of these ideas, the structuralist project of providing a scientific basis
for the human sciences by describing the laws and constants of the symbolic activ-
ity of the human mind finally had to be abandoned as the poststructuralist insistence
on the fundamental openness and instability of meaning undermined the belief in
the possibility of final explanations of all kind. Accordingly, Derrida suggested that
the Western belief in final explanations is a ‘logocentric’ illusion brought about by
the ontological self-deceptions of a culture grounding its world view on a ‘meta-
physics of presence’, i.e. the idea, based on the primacy of spoken language in
Western thought, that reality is represented in language through a direct correspon-
dence between word and referent within an essentially whole thinking subject.
Instead, reality is, in the context of Western culture, rather represented in language
through writing (écriture) and the accumulation of information and ideas enabled
by the storage function of written texts. Under these conditions, meaning is subject
to what Derrida calls différance: itis never given and stable, but rather the effect of
a never-ending dynamics of signifiers pointing at each other (‘to defer’) and mutu-
ally defining each other in a structure without a centre (‘to differ’). Thus, signs nei-
ther mean anything ‘in themselves’ nor do they refer to anything beyond the
ongoing process of dissémination.” Every decoding is also another encoding,* or,
as Derrida notoriously put it: ‘There is nothing outside of the text.”*' From a decon-
structionist point of view, all readings predicated on ‘transcendental signifieds’
such as truth or reality are ‘weak readings’ while only readings which are decon-
structing these truths by laying open their linguistic foundations can be considered
‘strong’.

Clearly, in the light of these ideas, meaning can no longer be determined, criti-
cized or evaluated by reference to facts or objects in reality, and accordingly the
question of what historians are supposed to do indeed becomes pressing. But then,
even if we accept that we cannot get at reality as such in its totality and ultimate
meaningfulness (and the present writer for one does), this does not necessarily
imply that reality does not exist, and even historians’ belief in historical truth can
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survive the onslaught of deconstruction if one acknowledges that interpretations
are all we have. For most if not all practical purposes, however, we will have to dis-
tinguish between acceptable (‘true’) and unacceptable (‘false’) interpretations,
especially in view of the power texts can wield in the world, and here the problem
of referentiality cannot be evaded. Historians, for example, will insist that it all
depends on evidence: if you get your evidence (sources, facts, events) wrong, your
interpretation will turn out to be unacceptable, and this insistence on evidence is
indispensable in view of the reality-constituting effects of historical interpretations
and, most notoriously, in view of the disturbing implications of relativist positions
with regard to the holocaust.** However, a deconstructionist would say, the mean-
ing of evidence accrues exclusively in the realm of (inter-)textuality made up of
source texts with their implied reference to things, facts and events; it does not orig-
inate in things, facts and events themselves. And to this, a constructivist would add:
even if we accept that things, facts and events have no historical meaning in their
mere existence, it is nevertheless quite clear that they acquire their status as
historical facts if a majority of sources and interpretations concurs in positing their
existence.

It is this concurrence of sources and interpretations which provides an opening
for a puncturing, as it were, of the theoretically impenetrable realm of textuality by
referentiality. This opening transforms the implicit but ultimately untenable refer-
entiality of statements about the world into a textually and discursively constructed
explicit reference. Similarly, deconstruction’s revolutionary gesture of demon-
strating that all aspirations for reference, origins, totality, identity and truth are ulti-
mately untenable because of the fundamentally unstable and non-referential
character of language has to be countered with further questions: How can it be that
genuinely unstable systems of signification acquire the power of reality principles
nevertheless? Or, to put it differently: How do stable patterns of communication
emerge? And why (and how) does culture work? These questions have been
addressed by many recent approaches in literary, cultural and media studies in a
shift from formalism through the heyday of pure theory towards a new, fully reflex-
ive functionalism on a deconstructive basis, which is perhaps the most obvious sign
of modernity having finally come into its own, albeit paradoxically under the label
of ‘postmodernity’.*

Reading texts after the linguistic turn

The trajectory of approaches to reading in the main strand of literary studies in the
twentieth century can be described as a sequence of decentring moves from work to
text and beyond into realms of (inter-)textuality and, ultimately, towards an inquiry
into the media conditions that restrict and empower cultural practices around texts
of all kinds.* Starting with a focus on the literary text as a unified work of art, for-
malist and structuralist approaches soon shifted their attention to the more general
linguistic underpinnings of texts, which in turn fed into notions of an overarching
textuality of culture.*s The cultural continuity of (inter-)textuality, however, cannot
be adequately understood without addressing its indispensable prerequisite in
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terms of media conditions, i.e. the dissemination of texts. It is Jacques Derrida’s
lasting achievement to have put this dimension with all its implications on the the-
oretical agenda. Under the auspices of writing, language can no longer be seen in
terms of the difference between world and representation. Instead, it introduces a
new difference between writing and voice which reproduces the difference
between reference and sign (which ‘transcends’ the boundaries of language) within
the confines of (written) language. In written language, this difference turns up
(‘immanently’, as it were) as the difference between signifier and signified, from
then on constituting its own reality in the realm of (inter-)textuality as described
above.* At the same time, it is also clear that writing alone cannot account for the
proliferation of this second-order ‘reality’, and here the specifically modern con-
vergence of cultural differentiation and printing comes into play: the distributional
power of printing supplements the storage and accumulation potential provided by
writing and inaugurates a cultural dynamics unheard of before and eventually
boosted by the even stronger distributional prowess of electronic media and
digitalization.”’

What does this historical sketch entail for the practice of reading texts from mod-
ern history in order to write (about) modern history? It suggests, for example, that
the mandate of reflexivity first articulated in the linguistic turn and then generalized
in ‘postmodern’ theory and philosophy can be answered by paying attention to
shifts in the history of different media with their implications for literacy (with all
its ideological ramifications)* and historical semantics.”” What affects the practice
of reading texts from modern history most crucially, however, is the consequences
of media-historical conditions for the availability of the historical record in terms
of sources.™ In this respect, the deconstructive slant on evidence introduced above
can be put to good use. While there is, in principle, an ongoing process of semiosis
and dissemination which amounts, ultimately, to a circulation of social energy (as
Stephen Greenblatt put it memorably and metaphorically™), the material access
point to these processes is provided by texts, and texts are always produced, circu-
lated and received under social and media-specific conditions of accessibility and
availability which in turn govern their availability as historical sources. It should be
profitable, therefore, to supplement the venerable and highly successful tradition of
historical ‘source criticism’ with deconstructive and media-historical ideas in order
to bridge the unproductive schism between historical criticism on the one hand and
literary criticism on the other.” There can be no doubt that there are pragmatic dif-
ferences between ‘speakers’ and ‘voices’ in literary/poetic/fictional texts on the
one hand — which are, under modern conditions, often predicated on staging or
framing subjectivity and, in the course of modern literary history, increasingly
aware of their own textuality and mediality — and non-literary/historical/non-
fictional texts on the other, which frequently insist on straightforward, transparent
and seemingly objective referentiality. But it is also clear in the light of the preced-
ing theoretical reflections that there is, even for the historian, nothing outside of the
text at hand in terms of evidence, as the ‘outside’ can only be constructed and veri-
fied through a concurrence and convergence of sources and interpretations.
Accordingly, and this is the link between source criticism and deconstructive
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approaches, the apparent unity of a text or source can only be taken as a merely
superficial and pragmatic one which has to be decentred in critical readings. It is the
task of the historian as critic to analyse how a text creates its apparent unity and
what historical tensions, rifts and aporias are elided in the process of this particular
construction with its media- and genre-related as well as institutional and social
constraints and opportunities.™

Basically, then, texts are not so much ‘carrying’ meaning from a source to a
recipient but rather bearing traces of meanings intentionally ‘inscribed’ as well as
medially, socially and institutionally ‘framed’. These meanings are then supple-
mented by all the meanings which are constructed in interpretations by various
recipients under similarly complex conditions — and the latter are not at all limited
to ‘intended’ meanings. The interpretation of texts from modern history should
therefore be concerned with how the text functions rather than its origins. These
functions can be mapped onto the three dimensions of meaning simultaneously
present in modern culture, i.e. objectivity, subjectivity and reflexivity.* With
regard to objective dimensions of meaning, the transformation of implied referen-
tiality into constructed reference as introduced above has to be read against the
background of Western traditions of mimesis on the one hand and in terms of the
‘reality effect’ created by intertextual as well as intermedial relations to existing
discourses on the other.”® Only in such a concurrence and convergence of dis-
courses and texts can key concepts and binary distinctions, metaphors and modes
of emplotment be ‘naturalized’ as objective representations of the world, and this
effect is strongly supported by the implementation of neutral and impersonal
modes of presentation. Nevertheless, given Western culture’s strong bias towards
spoken language with its concomitant tendency to think of writing in terms of tran-
scribing a ‘voice’, subjective dimensions of meaning can frequently be found in
texts, either implicitly in oblique allusions to subjective experience or explicitly
through references to the ‘speaker’, ‘narrator’, writer or author of a text as well as
by hints at its assumed or implied addressee or reader. And finally, reflexive dimen-
sions of meaning can be analysed in terms of a text’s acknowledgement, implicit or
explicit, of its situational and institutional contexts, of its medial set-up including
questions of genre and structure, and of its self-conscious and/or self-confident
positioning in a wider historical context.’

Reading texts in an academic context after the linguistic turn should critically
question both the text under scrutiny and the act of reading itself as instalments in
an ongoing process of acting in and making sense of the world. Against the back-
ground of the historical overview provided in this chapter, current readings should
acknowledge the fact that the materiality of the world can be approached from vari-
ous angles (such as language, semiosis, textuality, discourse, media conditions or
communication) but never reached or, in its meaning(s), fully controlled.’” In the
end, then, it is important to realize that the theoretical turn taken by the humanities
following on from the linguistic turn does not imply allegiance to a fixed body of
work or to this or that school or approach. Instead, it requires an awareness of the
contingency of one’s own and other people’s practice of ascribing meaning to texts.
Theory in this sense is, first and foremost, a mode of persistent questioning always
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in danger of ‘tipping over’ into a self-confirmatory practice by letting its provi-
sional answers ‘harden’ into dogma, However, oversimplifications of abstract the-
oretical thought will always find their limits in the resistance of texts with their
precarious, complex and contingent relation to material history in its inaccessible
totality. And it is this complex interrelation between the human and material
dimensions of history in an increasingly mediatized and globalized world that can
be addressed through reflexive strategies of reading texts after the linguistic turn.*®
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29 V. Shklovsky, ‘Art as Technique’, in D. Lodge (ed.) Modern Criticism and Theory: A
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For a brief and accessible introduction to Structuralism cf. Barry, Beginning Theory,
pp. 39-60.
Cf. F. de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, London: Duckworth, 1983,
Cf., for example, J. Mukarovsky, Aesthetic Function, Norm and Value as Social Facts
[1936], Ann Arbor: Michigan Slavic Publications, 1970; C. Levi-Strauss, The Raw and
the Cooked [1964], New York: Harper and Row, 1969; R. Barthes, ‘Introduction to the
Structural Analysis of Narrative’ [1966], New Literary History 6, 1975, 237-262 and
Mythologies [1957], New York: Hill and Wang, 1972.
R. Barthes, Elements of Semiology [1964], New York: Hill and Wang, 1968.
For the philosophy-linguistics-interface in this process and its recent shift towards his-
tory and culture cf. M. Currie, Difference, The New Critical Idiom, London: Routledge,
2004.
For an accessible and concise introduction to Poststructuralism and Deconstruction et
Barry, Beginning Theory, pp. 61-80. The by now classic introduction in English is
J. Culler, On Deconstruction: Theory and Criticism after Structuralism, Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1982.
Cf. J. Derrida, ‘Structure, Sign and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences’ [1966],
in D. Lodge (ed.) Modern Criticism and Theory, pp. 107-123 and Of Grammatology
[1967], Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976.
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Derrida, QOf Grammatology, p. 158.
See, for example, the assessment in Evans, In Defense of History, pp. 106-108,206-210
and the broad overview in R. Eaglestone, The Holocaust and the Postmodern, Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2004.
Cf.N. Luhmann, ‘Why Does Society Describe Itselfas Postmodern?”, Cultural Critique
30,1995, 171-186.
For some basic contours see also R. Barthes’s influential essay ‘From Work to Text’
[1971], in J.V. Harari (ed.), Textual Strategies, Tthaca: Corell University Press, 1979,
pp. 73-81 (also in R. Barthes, The Rustle of Language, New York: Hill and Wang, 1989,
pp. 56-64). For a concise overview of the implications of this development in terms of a
widened scope beyond literary texts cf. P. Childs, Texts: Contemporary Cultural Texts and
Critical Approaches, Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2006, pp. 1-10 and passim.
Cf. S. Greenblatt’s notion of a ‘poetics of culture” at the heart of the New Historicism as
introduced in S. Greenblatt, ‘Towards a Poetics of Culture’, in H. Aram Veeser (ed.),
The New Historicism, New York: Routledge, 1989, pp. 1-14. Interestingly, the carlier
Positivism/Marxism-divide resurfaced in the new, textual dispensation of the 1980s in
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an explicitly left-wing Cultural Materialism in the U.K. as well as in discussions about
the relation between postmodernism and postcolonialism.
Typical literary examples of this transformation are the invention of the individualized,
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ticularly in sonnets by Wyatt, Surrey, Spenser, Sidney and then, of course, Shakespeare)
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Education 5.2, 2003, 77-91 as well as, with a stronger historical focus, Gerd Baumann
(ed.), The Written Word: Literacy in Transition, Oxford: Clarendon, 1986.
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Renaissance England, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988,
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Criticism’, Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 98, 2002, 3-28 who argues that
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53 Cf. Stephen Greenblatt’s influential analysis of the doubling of enabling and restricting

functions i'n culture as summed up in S. Greenblatt, ‘Culture’, in Lentricchia and
McLaughlin (eds), Critical Terms, pp. 225-223.

54 On the narratological implications of this threefold frame cf. C. Reinfandt, ‘Dimensions

of Meaning in Modern Narrative: A Systems-Theoretical Approach to Narratology’, in
S. Totosy de Zepetnek and 1. Sywenky (eds), The Systemic and Empirical Approach to
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Languagg, New York: Hilland Wang, 1989, pp. 127-140, 141-148 and F.R. Ankersmit,
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foundatlona!l_st notions of observation, mediality, and communication cf. N. Luhmann,
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