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In the nineteenth century, special attention was given to history and its
relationship with understanding. Initially, Hegel, adopting a philosophical and
meta-historical perspective on history grounded in an a priori and teleological
principle, viewed the movement of history as deterministic yet progressing
toward perfection. However, the emergence of the German Historical School in
the nineteenth century arose as a reaction to Hegel’s philosophy of history.
Ranke, Droysen, and Dilthey, the founders of this school, firmly maintained
that the history of the world should not be understood through an a priori or
meta-historical framework, arguing that humans, as historical beings, cannot
observe the course of history from a meta-historical standpoint. Consequently,
the Historical School, by connecting the understanding of history to
hermeneutics, deemed the comprehension of world history possible only some
posteriori, relying on empirical research. Furthermore, concerning the
possibility of understanding past historical periods, the Historical School
emphasized that an objective understanding of earlier eras is feasible only if we
interpret the past not by our contemporary standards but by the standards of
those times. Nevertheless, the Historical School encountered two significant
challenges. The first was the prevailing belief in human historicity, which
considered an objective understanding of the past unattainable. The more
substantial issue was that, by rejecting God or Spirit as meta-historical factors
determining historical events, the Historical School struggled to justify the
coherence and unity of history. This article will elucidate the perspectives of
Ranke and Droysen on how history should be understood while also addressing
the criticisms directed at them.
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Extended Abstract

The nineteenth century witnessed an intensified philosophical preoccupation with the relation
between history and understanding. In contrast to Hegel’s philosophy of history, which conceives
the historical process as the rational and teleological self-unfolding of Spirit, the German Historical
School sought to ground the study of history in empirical inquiry and hermeneutic interpretation
rather than speculative metaphysics. Figures such as Leopold von Ranke, Johann Gustav Droysen,
and later Wilhelm Dilthey aimed to understand history from within its own temporal and cultural
contexts rather than from a transcendental standpoint. Yet this shift from metaphysical to empirical
historiography generated a new internal problem: once divine or transcendental foundations were
rejected, how could the unity and coherence of history still be justified? This paper explores how
Ranke and Droysen each confronted that problem and how their efforts ultimately prepared the
ground for Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics.

The first part examines Ranke’s conception of historical understanding as an attempt to preserve
intelligibility without metaphysics. Rejecting Hegel’s dialectical teleology, Ranke nonetheless
sought to defend the unity of world history, offering three complementary interpretations. In the
hermeneutic interpretation, he likens history to a text whose coherence arises from the interrelation
of part and whole, the classical hermeneutic circle. In the empirical interpretation, he treats history
as composed of “scenes of freedom,” shaped by the creative acts of autonomous agents whose
contributions connect distinct epochs. Finally, in the theological-aesthetic interpretation, he
invokes a divine, impartial spectator whose perfect vision guarantees the unity of history; the
historian, by practicing self-effacement, approximates this impartiality and accords all periods
equal value. These three perspectives expose a fundamental tension: Ranke’s desire to explain
history empirically depends on the very metaphysical assumptions he aimed to overcome.

Accordingly, the paper develops three critiques of Ranke. First, conceptual inconsistency: he
rejects metaphysical explanation yet relies on a divine perspective to secure coherence,
reproducing in attenuated form the teleological structure of Hegel’s philosophy. Second, neglect
of historicity: Ranke’s notion of impartial observation presupposes that the historian can transcend
his own temporal horizon, whereas understanding is always situated within a historical
perspective. Third, a mistaken analogy between text and history: history, unlike a completed text,
lacks a single author and definitive closure; its meaning is perpetually open and cannot be grasped
through the same hermeneutic principles that govern literary interpretation. Together, these
critiques reveal the internal limits of Ranke’s project; his empirical historiography cannot sustain
historical unity without reintroducing metaphysical premises.

The second part turns to Droysen, whose theory of historical thinking offers a more self-
conscious and methodologically refined alternative. For Droysen, the distinctive task of the human
sciences lies not in causal explanation but in interpretive understanding. He rejects speculative
models of history and insists that meaning arises from the lived interactions of human beings
within cultural life. The meaning of historical events, he argues, always exceeds the intentions of
individual agents. To account for this excess, Droysen introduces the concept of expression, the
linguistic, institutional, and moral forms through which collective life articulates itself. The
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historian’s task is to interpret these expressions rather than reconstruct private mental states. In
this respect, Droysen relocates hermeneutics from the psychology of individual minds to the social
and ethical domain of moral forces. He also insists that the historian belongs to history:
understanding is a historically mediated event, not a detached act of observation. Consequently,
historical knowledge is perspectival, provisional, and open-ended, an ongoing dialogue between
present and past mediated by tradition and interpretation.

Even so, the paper argues that Droysen’s theory remains marked by unresolved tension. Despite
rejecting Romantic psychologism, he occasionally reintroduces the inner—outer model of
Schleiermacher’s hermeneutics, implying that external expressions mirror inward states. This
oscillation between a social conception of meaning and residual psychologism leaves his account
conceptually unstable, though it remains a significant advance over Ranke’s.

The conclusion reinterprets both thinkers through Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics.
Ranke and Droysen, in different ways, pursue a form of objectivity in historical understanding:
Ranke through divine impartiality, Droysen through methodological rigor. Gadamer shows why
both projects remain incomplete. Understanding itself is historical; it is shaped by the interpreter’s
prejudgments, tradition, and horizon. There is no timeless vantage point outside history from
which the historian can secure absolute coherence. Historical knowledge is not the repetition of a
fixed past but an event of fusion between horizons that are themselves historically conditioned.
From this perspective, the German Historical School marks the transition from metaphysical
philosophy of history to philosophical hermeneutics.

The paper concludes that the Historical School’s enduring contribution lies not in its empirical
historiography but in revealing, perhaps unintentionally, the historical nature of understanding
itself. By rejecting Hegel’s speculative system while struggling to preserve the unity of history,
Ranke and Droysen paved the way for Gadamer’s insight that finitude, perspective, and tradition
are not limitations of understanding but its very conditions. The path from Ranke’s divine
impartiality through Droysen’s methodological reflection to Gadamer’s hermeneutic ontology
traces the philosophical transformation in which history ceases to be a mere object of knowledge
and becomes the medium through which all understanding is made possible.
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