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Preface

Conscience is perhaps an obvious concept that comes to mind for a study on the

German historian Friedrich Meinecke (1862-1954). For, there can be few historians

whose concern with the reflection on the past and informing the present was

so prominent and prudent. Many works on Meinecke acknowledge this aspect;

however, none of them explain what role conscience exactly plays in Meinecke’s

philosophy of history. Existing studies even suggest the need for an explanation.

This study offers such an explanation, and thereby it also offers a coherent

interpretation of his work and thought. This interpretation goes further than a

mere explanation of the role conscience plays in Meinecke’s thought, for it reveals

his, until now, unnoticed reconciliatory philosophy of history in which conscience

is encapsulated.

Reconciliation is thus another key concept in Meinecke’s thought. This book

analyzes how Meinecke’s apparently ambivalent attitude on political issues as well

as the contrasts that are central to his work become comprehensible against the

background of this notion of reconciliation. A thorough analysis of Meinecke’s

intellectual development and his role as a champion of German historicism will

not only provide insight into the much-discussed question of the coherence of

Meinecke’s oeuvre and its importance for the historicist tradition, but can also be a

source of inspiration formany today. For, in addition to historical and philosophical

insight, it gives insight into (historical) questions of truth, ethics, state power and

propaganda, political and ethical relativism, and questions on how we can have

knowledge of the past, the difficult relationship between power and ethics in power

political decision making, and how to render account of catastrophes and reconcile

oneself with one’s past. These issues are all present in Meinecke’s philosophy of

history.

Almost every historian will have to render account of ethical, cultural, political,

and intellectual questions, but probably no generation of historians as did Friedrich

Meinecke’s lived through a more deeply unsettling transformation of life that all

these questions together where most pressing.This generation was indeed witness

to major political, socio-economic, cultural and intellectual crises and had to, one

way or the other, try to cope with them.
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Beginning in fin-de-siècle Germany, different processes coincided: industrial-

ization, socialism, mass democracy, class conflicts, socio-economic pluralism, ur-

banization, state and nation building.1 Germany was thus faced with the task of

simultaneously addressing crises of identity, legitimacy, participation and inte-

gration.2 From 1890 the various crises intensified. It is the year that Chancellor

Otto von Bismarck was dismissed by Emperor Wilhelm II, which put an end to

Realpolitik and was the advent of an impulsive and aggressiveWeltpolitik.3 Wilhelm

II’s imperialist policy was focussed on the future, on increasing the power and

territory of Germany, but was also used to defuse internal tensions. Moreover, it

was a policy characterized by unrest, impatience, irritability and nervousness.4

After the forced resignation of Bismarck, in addition to the political, social and

economic changes, there was also a major cultural change. Various associations

and societies were established, which Bismarck had previously banned or kept

small. According to some, there was cultural prosperity and political decline.

There is much to be said for this, especially with regard to the works of poets and

thinkers such as Friedrich Nietzsche, Richard Wagner, Stefan George, Max Weber

andThomas Mann.The rise of all kinds of artistic circles and youth movements are

also evidence of a cultural boom. At the same time, all kinds of politico-cultural

and especially utopian-oriented movements emerged such as Marxism, Social

Darwinism, eugenics and racial theory.The combination of optimism, utopianism,

despondency and nervousness, and the multitude of crises and changes in the

political, economic, cultural and social spheres; the dynamics, expansion, speed,

optimism and future-orientation as expressed in technical innovations, means of

transport and mass cultural developments – such as the car, tram, train, ships,

but also the bicycle, telegraph, telephone, radio, gramophone, film – also led

to a darker side of that modernity: a sense of alienation and fragmentation,

which manifested itself in the phenomena of hypersensitivity, fatigue, decadence,

irrationalism, decay and degeneration.5 And this was all going on before the

1 Brian Ladd, ‘Berlin’ in: John Merriman and Jay Winter eds., Europe 1789 to 1914 Encyclopedia

of the Age of Industry and Empire (Detroit enz 2006) 215-220; Thomas Nipperdey, ‘Probleme

der Modernisierung in Deutschland’ in: idem, Kann Geschichte Objektiv sein? Historische Essays

(Munich 2013) 84-104, there 98.

2 Nipperdey, “Probleme der Modernisierung in Deutschland,” 98.

3 Volker Ullrich, Die Nervöse Grossmacht 1871-1918: Aufstieg und Untergang des deutschen

Kaiserreichs (Frankfurt am Main 1997), passim. Wilhelm II caused for even more crises, like

the Morocco crises, the infamous Krüger-Telegram, the Daily Telegraph affair. On his mental

condition: Christopher M. Clark, Kaiser Wilhelm II. A Life in Power (London 2009) 29-34.

4 Joachim Radkau, ‘Die wilhelminische Ära als nervöses Zeitalter, oder: Die Nerven als Netz

zwischen Tempo- und Körpergeschichte’,Geschichte undGesellschaft 20No. 2 (April/June 1994)

211-241, there 238; Ullrich, Die Nervöse Grossmacht, 581, 720.

5 Nipperdey, ‘Probleme der Modernisierung in Deutschland’, 95, 99-100; Joachim Radkau,

Das Zeitalter der Nervosität: Deutschland zwischen Bismarck und Hitler (Munich and Vienna
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advent of two world wars, socio-economic crises, and many other political and

intellectual crises.

Despite or probably thanks to this turbulent as well as euphoric time, an

explosion of intellectual creativity took place. This was of course not limited to

Germany, for its thinkers were present all over Europe; one can think of Dilthey,

Simmel, Proust, Freud, Bergson, Collingwood, Cassirer, Mannheim, Whitehead,

Ortega y Gasset, Huizinga, Croce, Heidegger, Wittgenstein, Einstein, and of

course Meinecke, to name a few. These thinkers, and many more, have laid the

foundation for our time, and essentially, we still encounter problems similar

to those they addressed: problems of the mind, language, being, time, ethics,

aesthetics, relativism, individuality and the historicity of all the aforementioned.

Even more so, those who also had to endure the atrocities of the First and the

Second World War had to take this into account, or one might expect they did.

Meinecke was one of those thinkers who did. He reflected on his time and the

history of his country.

The landscape of the historical sciences in the first half of twentieth-century

Germany was indeed shaped to a significant extent by Friedrich Meinecke. Not

only did his most important works appear during this period, he also exerted

considerable influence on current political and historical-theoretical debates as

editor-in-chief of the prestigious Historische Zeitschrift. The many political and

intellectual crises that Germany faced during this period forced Meinecke to

constantly reflect on the past. Moreover, where others became entangled in

despair, he relied on the resilience of the German spirit.

 

This study is a thoroughly revised and updated translation of my Dutch

dissertation, but it is essentially a second and more profound book on Meinecke.

The Dutch version was written under supervision of Frank Ankersmit and Herman

Paul in the context of the project ‘Beyond Historicism’ at the University of

Groningen.This program focussed on historicism, its history and viability and has

led to three studies on this subject.6

1998) passim; Max Nordau, Entartung, 2 vols (Berlin 1892-1893); Andreas Killen, Berlin

Electropolis. Shock, Nerves, and German Modernity (Berkely, Los Angeles and London 2006) 2,

4-5, 33; Wessel Krul, ‘Tweemaal fin-de-siècle: van de negentiende naar de twintigste eeuw’,

Groniek: Historisch Tijdschrift 143 (1998) 155-167, there 155; David Baneke, Synthetisch denken.

Natuurwetenschappers over hun rol in eenmodernemaatschappij, 1900-1940 (Hilversum2008) 24;

R.A. Krol, ‘Hyper Duitsland. Tijdservaring en nervositeit in het fin de siècle’,Groniek:Historisch

Tijdschrift 219 (voorjaar 2019) 143-156.

6 Herman Paul,Het moeras van de geschiedenis. Nederlandse debatten over historisme (Amsterdam

2012); Frank Ankersmit,Meaning, Truth, and Reference in Historical Representation (Ithaca 2012);

Reinbert Krol, Het geweten van Duitsland. Friedrich Meinecke als pleitbezorger van het Duitse

historisme (Groningen 2013).
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Introduction

Friedrich Meinecke’s oeuvre is permeated with a desire for reconciliation. A desire

which was deeply connected to the historyMeinecke witnessed, for his life spanned

the rise and primarily the fall of the German state. As an eight-year-old boy he

saw the Prussian soldiers entering Berlin after their victory over the French in

1871. And as a witness to the First World War, the Weimar Republic, the Third

Reich, the Second World War, and the subsequent partition of Germany Meinecke

lived through all major political events of modern Germany.1 These events left an

indelible mark on his philosophy of history, which he wrote to get a grip on present

political and intellectual debates. Confronted with these political and intellectual

upheavals he reflected on their past. In order to counterbalance the many crises

his country went through, he constructed a view of history with reconciliation at

its heart.

At first glance, Meinecke’s work is focussed on contrasts rather than

reconciliation. As editor-in-chief of theHistorische Zeitschrift, for example,Meinecke

was involved in the so-calledMethodenstreit (1891-1899), which, revolving around the

ideas of Karl Lamprecht, was a dispute about the ‘right’ form of historiography.2

Furthermore, Meinecke’s well-known trilogy Weltbürgertum und Nationalstaat

(1908),Die Idee der Staatsräson (1924) and Die Entstehung des Historismus (1936) contain

many apparently contradicting notions and ideas. In all three studies and in his

theoretical articles he is concerned with these (apparent) opposites of power and

ethics, individuality and universality, Enlightenment and historicism.

1 Friedrich Meinecke, ‘Erlebtes 1862-1901’ in: idem, Autobiographische Schriften (Stuttgart 1969)

1-134, there 22-23; E. H. Kossmann, ‘FriedrichMeinecke (1862-1954)’ in: idem, Vergankelijkheid

en continuïteit. Opstellen over geschiedenis (Amsterdam 1995) 209-224, there 211.

2 Ernst Schulin, ‘Friedrich Meinecke’, in: Hans-Ulrich Wehler ed., Deutsche Historiker 9 Bd

(Göttingen 1971) Volume 1, 39-57, there 39. Since 1893 Meinecke was co-editor with Heinrich

von Sybel and from 1896 untill 1935 he was editor-in-chief. Reinbert Krol, ‘De “scheppende

spiegel” van Friedrich Meinecke. Over geschiedschrijving en de taak van de historicus’,

Leidschrift 25 (2010) 73-94, there 75-84; Frits Boterman, Duitse dichters en denkers. Het belang

van cultuur in de moderne Duitse geschiedenis (Amsterdam en Antwerpen 2008) 209.
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Finally, with regard to political events,Meinecke’s attitude was also ambivalent.

In August 1914 he was enthusiastic about the outbreak of the war, but after a

while he longed for peace. He ‘converted’ to the Weimar Republic; he became a

Vernunftrepublikaner, but remained a Herzensmonarchist.3 That is, he supported the

Republic on rational grounds, but in his heart he remained an advocate of the

monarchy. His attitude towards the Second World War was likewise ambivalent.

At first, he was mildly enthusiastic, but later on he again longed for peace and

even hoped Germany would lose the war.4 In sum, it would seem that contrasts

and opposites are dominant in Meinecke’s thought.

The thesis of this book is, in contrast to the above, that reconciliation is the

key to understanding Meinecke’s oeuvre. His supposedly ambivalent attitude in

political issues and the apparent contradictions that are central to his work are

only understandable against the background of his desire for reconciliation. In

particular, Meinecke’s panentheistic philosophy enables him to reconcile opposites.

This philosophy will make us understand Meinecke’s world view and philosophy of

history. Panentheism draws a distinction between reality and God – ‘God’ not in

the sense of a personal God, but an abstract principle. In this respect it differs

from (Spinoza’s) pantheism in the sense that reality or the world is perceived as

not identical with God. In panentheism reality is seen as an emanation of God.

The world is ‘in’ God, while God also transcends the world. That means that God

leaves room for individualities to develop at will. It follows that every emanation

has a ‘spark’ of God in itself; man, as an emanation of God, understands the good,

true and beautiful, which is in its perfect form in God. Furthermore, opposites

like ‘good and evil’, ‘light and dark’, ‘spirit and matter’ share the same origin,

all being emanations of God. This panentheistic philosophy enables Meinecke to

reconcile polarities such as ‘power and ethics’, ‘politics and culture’, ‘individuality

and the absolute’ ‘objectivity and subjectivity’, and the ‘historical and ahistorical’.

In other words, Meinecke’s panentheistic philosophy of history gave him the tools

to withstand the many political and intellectual crises of his age.

Until now, this reconciliatory view has been neglected in the complex effective

history (Wirkungsgeschichte) of Meinecke’s oeuvre. I will discuss this reception of

Meinecke’s thought in some detail in the next section, for now, I will briefly give a

short thematic overview of the different questions that were raised over the years

with regard to Meinecke’s oeuvre. During the fifties, Meinecke was admired and

highly praised.Most commentators were focussed on defending and explaining his

political views and his philosophy of history. These writers were chiefly ‘followers’

and admirers who wanted to preserve and promote Meinecke’s legacy. At the end

3 Friedrich Meinecke, ‘Verfassung und Verwaltung der deutschen Republik’ in: idem, Politische

Schriften und Reden (Darmstadt 1958) 280-298, there 281.

4 Kossmann, ‘Friedrich Meinecke’, 211; Ernst Schulin, ‘Friedrich Meinecke’, 44.
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of the fifties they also initiated the publication of Meinecke’s collected works.

At the same time, especially during the sixties, admiration turned into severe

critique. Meinecke’s historicism was labelled as a politically conservative ideology,

and the question arose to what extent (Meinecke’s) historicism was related to

National Socialism. Next, in the early seventies several publications appeared

which sought to explain the principles of Meinecke’s philosophy of history from a

more appreciative point of view. Again, accompanying this positive tone, there was

also strong criticism, which focussed on his studies on historicism, and especially

on Meinecke’s view of history and his political theory. During the eighties and

nineties, the emphasis shifted to questions of ethics. In this context, Meinecke’s

alleged ethical relativism was questioned in relation to the so-called ‘crisis of

historicism’ at the beginning of the twentieth century. Meinecke was accused

of keeping aloof of the problems of relativism, but it was also argued that he

did indeed engage in the debate on this crisis, and that he even came up with a

proposal for a solution. From the year 2000 onwards a gradual revaluation took

place, which suggests there was now room for a historicization of Meinecke’s

oeuvre and life.5 As is clearly expressed by the editors of a commemorative volume

(2006) on Meinecke’s life and work: ‘As has been the case for quite some time,

praise and reproach won’t be prominent, neither the urgent appeal to either

identify oneself with or reject Meinecke’s historiographical and political position’.6

The same counts for the studies published from 2006 onwards. Like all the

aforementioned studies – with a few exceptions – all these new views on Meinecke

mostly discuss only certain elements of his conception of history, not his whole

philosophy of history, which Meinecke developed throughout his oeuvre. These

new views are sometimes reminiscent of positions taken between the fifties up to

and including the nineties, albeit in a historicized manner.

In the following detailed historiographic analysis – which, apart from German

literature, also comprises Dutch, American, and Swiss views on Meinecke7 – two

5 Gisela Bockand Daniel Schönpfluged., Friedrich Meinecke in seiner Zeit. Studien zu Leben und

Werk (Stuttgart 2006); Friedrich Meinecke, Akademischer Lehrer und emigrierte Schüler. Briefe

und Aufzeichnungen 1910-1977, ed. Gerhard A. Ritter (Munich 2006). Jens Fabian Pyper,

‘Meinecke, Croce, and the Individual: The Moral Foundations of the Study of History, 1918-

1946’ (Florence 2008) unpublished dissertation. Pyper’s study describes the history of the

exchange of ideas between Croce and Meinecke. Pyper focusses on the ‘individual’ within

historicism, in relation to Hegel.

6 Gisela Bockand Daniel Schönpflug, ‘Vorwort’ in: Gisela Bockand Daniel Schönpfluged.,

FriedrichMeinecke in seiner Zeit. Studien zu Leben undWerk (Stuttgart 2006) 7-8. ‘ImVordergrund

stehen nicht, wie lange Zeit der Fall war, Lob oder Tadel und nicht die Aufforderung, sich mit

Meineckes historiographischen und politischen Positionen entweder zu identifizieren oder

sie abzulehnen’. All translations are mine, unless otherwise noted.

7 Due to the language barrier I will leave the Italian reception of Meinecke’s thought for

the most part out of consideration. In chapter 4 I will discuss Benedetto Croce (1866-1952)
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issues are essential. First, at the expense of a historicization, both controversy and

apologia have dominated the reception of Meinecke’s oeuvre. Second, the emphasis

was time and again on the (dis)continuity of Meinecke’s intellectual development

(Werdegang). Both these issues are connected insofar as praise and criticism are

often aimed at different aspects of Meinecke’s work, instead of being focussed on

the fundamental principles of his thought. For that reason, this study will disclose

these fundamental principles of Meinecke’s oeuvre. As indicated, I will identify

this fundamental principle of Meinecke’s oeuvre with a panentheistic desire for

reconciliation. At the end of this introduction, I will further elaborate on the aims,

method and structure of this book.

Meinecke studies

The following comprehensive as well as concise critical discussion of Meinecke

studies is not only aimed at providing the dominant views in relation to the

problem stated above, but also serves to introduce an Anglophone audience to

the predominantly German and Dutch discussions on Meinecke’s philosophy of

history. Moreover, it is an introduction to the many aspects of Meinecke’s thought,

which will be discussed and analysed in detail in the following chapters.

Monism and dualism

The first major study on Meinecke’s philosophy of history was written by the

Swiss historian Walther Hofer (1920-2013), and was entitled Geschichtsschreibung

with regard to Meinecke’s Die Entstehung des Historismus. Croce exchanged many letters with

Meinecke, and he also discussed Meinecke’s historicism at length (which is available in

English and German). Cf. Pyper, ‘Meinecke, Croce, and the Individual’. On Croce’s thought:

Rik Peters, History as Thought and Action. The Philosophies of Croce, Gentile, de Ruggiero, and

Collingwood (Exeter and La Vergne 2013) 17-25, 40-69, 301-304. For an overview of the Italian

reception in general: ‘Michael Erbe, ‘Zur Meinecke-Rezeption im Ausland’ in: idem ed.,

Friedrich Meinecke heute. Bericht über ein Gedenk-Colloquium zu seinem 25. Todestag am 5. und 6.

April 1979 (Berlin 1981) 147-165; Hans Herzfeld, ‘Friedrich-Meinecke-Renaissance im Ausland’

in: Festschrift für Hermann Heimpel. Zum 70. Geburtstag am 19. September 1971. Erster Band, ed.

Max-Planck-Instituts für Geschichte (Göttingen 1971) 42-62; Fulvio Tessitore, ‘Meinecke in

Italien’ in: Gisela Bock and Daniel Schönpflug ed., Friedrich Meinecke in seiner Zeit. Studien

zu Leben und Werk (Stuttgart 2006) 227-256. Further I will not discuss, also due to the

language barrier, the following recent studies: Mihael Antolović, Historiography and Politics.

The Intellectual Biography of FriedrichMeinecke (1862-1954) (Belgrade 2017), this study is written

in Serbian. Marcelo Durão Rodrigues Da Cunha, A História Em Tempos De Crise: Friedrich

Meinecke (1862-1954) E Os Problemas Do Historicismo Alemão (Vitória 2017).
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und Weltanschauung.8 Hofer draws a distinction between two stages in Meinecke’s

thought that has been dominant ever since. According to Hofer, the First World

War was a rupture in Meinecke’s life and thought. Hofer characterizes Meinecke’s

pre-war attitude as ‘monistic’, and the time after the war as ‘dualistic’.9 Hofer

argues that in Meinecke’s monistic thought ‘idea’ and ‘reality’ are in harmony, or

better yet: the desire for, or the possibility of such a harmony is fundamental to

his thought. Hofer claims that Meinecke’s pre-war studies clearly echo German

Idealism – he even speaks of a renaissance of German Idealism.10

Though Meinecke’s thought was certainly rooted in German Idealism, and

deeply influenced by Romanticism, Hofer’s idea of monism – which is essentially

pantheistic – neither applies to Meinecke’s pre-war thought, nor does it fit his

post-war thought. Contrary to Hofer’s interpretation, I will argue that Meinecke’s

philosophy of history leaves more room between ‘creator’ and ‘creation’ than

Hofer’s pantheistic interpretation allows for.

According to Hofer, after the First World War Meinecke’s optimistic and

monistic idealism was replaced by a pessimism which manifested itself in a

dualistic world view. ‘A strictly enforced dualism’, says Hofer, ‘is from now on

the program that defined the historian’s [Meinecke, RK] historical thought, world

view, and political convictions’.11 The difference between monism and dualism,

according to Hofer, is ‘the withdrawal of the ‘idea’ from ‘reality’.12 This change in

8 This study is based on his PhD-thesis: WaltherHofer, Friedrich Meinecke als geschichtlicher

Denker. Untersuchungen über die Bedeutung derWeltanschauung für die historische Begriffsbildung

(Munich 1949). Walther Hofer, Geschichtsschreibung und Weltanschauung. Betrachtungen zum

Werk Friedrich Meineckes (Munich 1950). Other important studies that agree with Hofer

or at least are written in a similar vein: Walter Goetz, ‘Die Entstehung des Historismus’

in: idem, Historiker in meiner Zeit (Cologne-Graz 1957) 351-360; Heinrich Ritter von Srbik,

Geist und Geschichte vom deutschen Humanismus bis zur Gegenwart volume 2 (Munich 1961)

279-293; Ludwig Dehio, Friedrich Meinecke. Der Historiker in der Krise. Festrede, gehalten am

Tage des 90. Geburtstags (Berlin 1953); Hans Rothfels, Friedrich Meinecke – Ein Rückblick auf

sein wissenschaftliches Lebenswerk. Trauerrede, gehalten in Berlin am 27. Februar 1954 (Berlin

1954); Philip J. Wolfson, ‘Friedrich Meinecke (1862-1954)’, Journal of the History of Ideas

17 (1956) 511-525. Also: Ernst Schulin, ‘Das Problem der Individualität. Eine kritische

Betrachtung des Historismus-Werkes von Friedrich Meinecke’, in: idem, Traditionskritik und

Rekonstruktionsversuch. Studien zur Entwicklung von Geschichtswissenschaft und historischem

Denken (Göttingen 1979) 97-116, there 98. An exception during this period (because of its

severe criticism) is: Gerald Strauss, ‘Meinecke, Historismus, and the Cult of the Irrational’,

German Quarterly 26 (1953) 107-114.

9 Hofer, Geschichtsschreibung, 25-26.

10 Ibidem, 27.

11 Ibidem, 29. ‘Ein streng durchgeführter Dualismus ist das Programm, das von jetzt an das

geschichtliche und weltanschauliche Denken wie das politische Wollen unseres Historikers

bestimmt’.

12 Ibidem, 32. ‘der Rückzug der “Idee” aus der “Wirklichkeit”’.
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Meinecke’s world view and political theory is, in Hofer’s opinion, clearly visible

in Meinecke’s replacement of notions like ‘harmony’, ‘synthesis’ and ‘unity’ with

concepts such as ‘antinomy’, ‘polarity’, ‘discrepancy’, ‘tragedy’ and ‘demonic’

(Dämonie).13

Hofer’s interpretation was first questioned by the American historian Richard

Sterling, who claimed that Meinecke’s oeuvre is characterized by continuity

instead of discontinuity.14 This continuity is, according to Sterling, expressed

in Meinecke’s use of dualistic concepts in all of his studies.15 Sterling refers to

conceptual opposites like ‘power and ethics’, ‘state and culture’, ‘spirit and nature’,

‘individuality and universality’. One quick glance at a few titles of Meinecke’s

studies and articles clearly show these contrasting concepts: Weltbürgertum und

Nationalstaat, ‘Kausalitäten undWerte’, ‘Geschichte und Gegenwart’, ‘Persönlichkeit

und geschichtliche Welt’, and ‘Ranke und Burckhardt’.16 Sterling thus challenges

Hofer’s idea of a rupture in Meinecke’s thought by emphasizing the continuity of

dualisms in his work. Put differently, Sterling claims that the First World War,

from a political viewpoint, was a definite break, however, intellectually Meinecke

did not change at all.17

Next to Sterling the American historian Frederick Kreiling (1923-2004) was

convinced of a certain consistency in Meinecke’s thought. In his unpublished

dissertation he argues that the search for harmony or an overarching idea or

concept is key to Meinecke’s thought.18 Kreiling, therefore, does not agree with

13 WaltherHofer, ‘Friedrich Meinecke als politischer Denker’ in: idem, Geschichte zwischen

Philosophie und Politik. Studien zur Problematik des modernen Geschichtsdenkens (Basel 1956) 69-

97, there 83-84; Hofer, Geschichtsschreibung, 34.

14 RichardW. Sterling, Ethics in aWorld of Power: The Political Ideas of FriedrichMeinecke (Princeton

1958) 29; Also:Wolfson, ‘FriedrichMeinecke (1862-1954)’, 520-521 andnote 25. StefanMeineke

is also critical of Hofer’s view: Stefan Meineke, Friedrich Meinecke. Persönlichkeit und politisches

Denken bis zum Ende des ErstenWeltkrieges (Berlin and New York 1995) 20 and 298. Also: Ernst

Schulin, ‘Meineckes Leben und Werk. Versuch einer Gesamtcharakteristik’ (1971) in: idem,

Traditionskritik und Rekonstruktionsversuch. Studien zur Entwicklung von Geschichtswissenschaft

und historischem Denken (Göttingen 1979) 117-132, there 120; Robert A. Pois, Friedrich Meinecke

and German Politics in the Twentieth Century (Berkeley and Los Angeles 1972) 86-87.

15 Sterling, Ethics in a World of Power, 29. Masur argues that Meinecke’s view is not concerned

with antinomies or polarities, but contrasts. Georg Masur, ‘‘Ethics in a World of Power’

(Review)’, Historische Zeitschrift 188 (1959) 608-611, there 609.

16 Note that these opposites are not strictly contradictory, since in all titles Meinecke uses the

word ‘und’.

17 Sterling points out that Meinecke experienced the war on a political level as a personal

tragedy, for the outcome was disastrous to the German nation, which was very dear to

Meinecke. In addition to this, the outcome of the war had a corruptive effect on political

life in Germany. Sterling, Ethics in a World of Power, 5-6.

18 Frederick C. Kreiling, ‘Friedrich Meinecke and the Problems of Historicism’, unpublished

dissertation (New York 1959; microfilm 1967).
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Hofer’s idea of a rupture in Meinecke’s thought, for the First World War did not

undo Meinecke’s search for harmony. Kreiling states that harmony is in fact the

one thing that is consistent in Meinecke’s thought. Consequently, Kreiling also

opposes Sterling’s ‘dualistic interpretation’. The views of Sterling and Kreiling are,

however, reconcilable, because the longing for harmony presupposes dualism.19

Meinecke’s striving for harmony is, in Kreiling’s view,manifest on several levels.

According to Kreiling,Weltbürgertum und Nationalstaat is, for example, an attempt

to close the gap between Prussia and Germany; the unification of Germany was

realised by means of a combination of the idea of national unity with consideration

for the old German states, Prussia in particular.20 And, in Die Idee der Staatsräson,

according to Kreiling, Meinecke tries to connect Germany and Western Europe.21

Likewise, on the level of theory, Meinecke tries to reconcile opposites. In this case

‘Staatsräson’ and ‘historicism’ are in Kreiling’s opinion the two main overarching

hypotheses.22 He distinguishes not one fundamental (overarching) thought in the

work of Meinecke, but different hypotheses – Kreiling’s interpretation is in that

sense pluralistic.

The German historian Carl Hinrichs (1900-1962) suggested yet another view

on this ‘continuity-thesis’.23 Like Kreiling he was convinced that Meinecke’s

early studies already show a fundamental philosophy of history, which is visible

throughout other works. Hinrichs, however, does not elaborate on concepts like

harmony,monism, and dualism; instead he characterizes Meinecke’s philosophy of

history – his historicism – as a fundamental existential question (Lebensproblem).

According to Hinrichs, Meinecke’s philosophy of history essentially concentrates

on the ‘secret of personality’. That is, to Meinecke the fundamental problem is the

‘unfathomability’ and spontaneity of all individualities in history. In Hinrichs’ view

Meinecke denounced those views of history that emphasized causality and general

19 Kreiling does not explicitly discuss Sterling or Hofer. However, he claims that after the First

World War Meinecke substituted his conservatism for a more liberal stance. Though Die Idee

der Staatsräson gives evidence of (according to Kreiling) a dualistic world view, Meinecke

keeps searching for overarching concepts. Kreiling, ‘Friedrich Meinecke’, 129, 201. Stefan

Meineke has shown that the First World War did not cause Meinecke to change his political

views (from conservative to liberal): Meineke, Friedrich Meinecke, 295-313.

20 In the first chapter I will elaborate on this issue. Also: Kossmann, ‘Friedrich Meinecke’, 216.

21 Kreiling, ‘Friedrich Meinecke’, 204-205.

22 Ibidem, 22, 229, 275.

23 Hinrichs’ article gives the initial impetus for Meinecke’s fundamental thought. However,

Hinrichs leaves many questions unanswered with regard to the principles of Meinecke’s

philosophy of history, the main subject of my research. Carl Hinrichs, ‘Der Historismus als

ein LebensproblemFriedrichMeineckes’ in: idem, Preußen als historisches Problem.Gesammelte

Abhandlungen, ed. Gerhard Oestreich (Berlin 1964); First published in 1959 as an introduction

to Die Entstehung des Historismus: Carl Hinrichs, ‘Einleitung des Herausgebers’ in: Friedrich

Meinecke, Die Entstehung des Historismus (Munich 1965, first published 1936) vii-xlix.
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laws. Instead, Meinecke suggested a historical view focussed on the individual,

singular and unique in history. In this sense, he remained true to the tradition of

Humboldt, Ranke, and especially Droysen and Dilthey, who made him aware of

the importance of the ‘individual’ in history in the first place.24

Meinecke’s ‘Lebensproblem’ is in Hinrichs’ view related to the problem of (eth-

ical) relativism, which is a result of the principle of individuality (Individualitäts-

gedanke). For, if values are singular, individual, and unique, can there really be any

fixed or absolute values? According to Hinrichs, Meinecke agrees with Dilthey’s

conclusion that individuality leads to an ‘anarchy of convictions’.25 With regard to

ethical relativism, Meinecke’s notion of ‘conscience’ gave him, according to Hin-

richs, something to hold on to. Moreover, Meinecke considers the individual con-

science as fundamental in creating values in history. And within one’s conscience

the absolute and the individual intersect.26 Hinrichs only reproduces this account

of Meinecke’s own description of conscience. He does not explain what this belief

in conscience is based on, and how Meinecke managed to hold on to this belief

when confronted with the many crises of his time, of which ethical relativism

was only one.27 Hinrichs only refers to a passage from Meinecke’s autobiography

in which his early interest in pantheistic poems is expressed; the early Meinecke

believed in a pantheistic world view, which manifests itself in a ‘World of ideals’.28

Hinrichs fails to explain these philosophical and religious notions, which are vital

for an understanding of Meinecke’s thought. A reference to Goethe’s influence on

Meinecke’s thought is also left undiscussed by Hinrichs –which is strange, since he

devoted an entire study to Ranke and the ‘Geschichtstheologie der Goethezeit’.29

In a well-known article of 1925, also mentioned by Hinrichs, Meinecke hints at

the complexities surrounding his notion of conscience: ‘Culture and nature, or

we could also call it God and nature, are a unity, be it a divided unity’.30 This,

as will become clear, refers to something that goes beyond a so-called God-related

24 Hinrichs, ‘Der Historismus als ein Lebensproblem’, 364-371; Meinecke, ‘Erlebtes’, 52, 72;

Friedrich Meinecke, ‘Willensfreiheit und Geschichtswissenschaft’ in: idem, Zur Theorie und

Philosophie der Geschichte (Stuttgart 1965) 3-29, there 8.

25 Hinrichs, ‘Der Historismus als ein Lebensproblem’, 390.

26 Ibidem, 394-395.

27 Hofergives the same account: Hofer, Geschichtsschreibung und Weltanschauung, 126-128, 224-

231, 317.

28 Hinrichs, ‘Der Historismus als ein Lebensproblem’, 363; Meinecke, ‘Erlebtes’, 45.

29 Hinrichs, ‘Der Historismus als ein Lebensproblem’, 382, 392, 394; Carl Hinrichs, Ranke und die

Geschichtstheologie der Goethezeit (Göttingen, Frankfurt and Berlin 1954).

30 Friedrich Meinecke, ‘Kausalitäten und Werte’ in: idem, Zur Theorie und Philosophie der

Geschichte (Stuttgart 1965) 61-89, there 81; Hinrichs, ‘Der Historismus als ein Lebensproblem’,

367. ‘Kultur und Natur, wir können auch sagen Gott und Natur, sind wohl eine Einheit, aber

eine in sich gespaltene Einheit’.
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conscience, for this explains, on the one hand, the philosophical basis of Meinecke’s

notion of conscience and, on the other, it refers to a specific view of reality, which

is always the point of departure of Meinecke’s research. In sum, in this context

Meinecke’s panentheistic philosophy, in which monism and dualism coexist – they

complement, and/or limit each other – are of vital importance. It is the analysis of

this philosophy of history that is at the heart of my research.

Continuity or ‘Umlernbereit’

During the sixties and seventiesMeinecke’s philosophy of history came under heavy

criticism. The most important commentators in this respect are Hans Herzfeld

(1892-1982) and Ernst Schulin (1929-2017).31Their interpretations reflect on, but also

add to the positions of Hofer, Sterling and Kreiling. Like Sterling and Kreiling,

31 Ernst Schulin, ‘Friedrich Meinecke’, 39-57; Hans Herzfeld, ‘Friedrich Meinecke: Der

Geschichtsdenker’ in: Richard Dietrich ed., Historische Theorie und Geschichtsforschung der

Gegenwart (Berlin 1964) 99-115; Hans Herzfeld, ‘Friedrich Meinecke. Der Historiker, der

Politiker und der Mensch nach seinem Briefwechsel’ in: idem, Ausgewählte Aufsätze.

Dargebracht als Festgabe zum siebzigsten Geburtstage von seinen Freunden und Schülern (Berlin

1962) 26-48; Hans Herzfeld, ‘Friedrich Meinecke. Zu seinem 90. Geburtstage’, Geschichte

in Wissenschaft und Unterricht 3 (1952) 577-591. Also: Felix Gilbert, ‘Friedrich Meinecke’ in:

idem, History. Choice and Commitment (Cambridge Mass. and London 1977) 67-87; Far more

critical are: Imanuel Geiss, ‘Kritischer Rückblick auf FriedrichMeinecke’ in: idem, Studien über

Geschichte und Geschichtswissenschaft (Frankfurt am Main 1972) 89-107; Jörn Rüsen, ‘Friedrich

Meineckes “Entstehung des Historismus”. Eine kritische Betrachtung’ in: Michael Erbe ed.,

Friedrich Meinecke heute. Bericht über ein Gedenk-Colloquium zu seinem 25. Todestag am 5. und

6. April 1979 (Berlin 1981) 76-100. For a more subtle analysis: Ernst Schulin, ‘Das Problem

der Individualität’. During this period in Italy a relative historicization took place: Erbe,

‘ZurMeinecke-Rezeption imAusland’, 147-165; Herzfeld, ‘Friedrich-Meinecke-Renaissance im

Ausland’, 42-62; Fulvio Tessitore, Friedrich Meinecke storico delle idee (Florence 1969). Tessitore

prefers to understand (verstehen) Meinecke’s work instead of criticising or even condemn

it. He is mainly interested in the philosophical influences of Hegel, Ranke, Droysen and

Dilthey. Tessitore is close to Herzfeld’s interpretation, since Tessitore also emphasizes

continuity in Meinecke’s thought. Far more critical is Sergio Pistone’s political work: Sergio

Pistone, Federico Meinecke e la crisi dello stato nazionale tedesco (Turin 1969). He focussed on

the political dimension of Meinecke’s studies, and he is particularly interested in Meinecke’s

relationship with the national state. Pistone is very critical of Meinecke’s idealistic pre-1914

studies. He expressed his appreciation for Meinecke’s later work. He claims it possesses a

certain actuality. See: Herzfeld, ‘Friedrich-Meinecke-Renaissance im Ausland’, 56-59; Erbe,

‘Zur Meinecke-Rezeption im Ausland’, 152-153; Fulvio Tessitore, ‘Friedrich Meinecke und die

Auflösung der onto-naturalistischen Hypothese’ in: idem, Kritischer Historismus. Gesammelte

Aufsätze (Cologne, Weimar and Vienna 2005) 37-44, there 44; Fulvio Tessitore, ‘Ernst

Troeltschs „Kompromiß“ und Friedrich Meineckes „neuer Dualismus“ in: idem, Kritischer

Historismus. Gesammelte Aufsätze (Cologne, Weimar and Vienna 2005) 45-50, there, 49.

Tessitore, ‘Meinecke in Italien’, 227-256.
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Herzfeld also claims that continuity is fundamental to Meinecke’s thought, albeit

in a different way. This ‘dualistic incentive to unity’, says Herzfeld, was already

apparent in his early works.32 Schulin agrees with Hofer that Meinecke was able

to adapt to the changing political and intellectual situations, which is why Schulin

characterized Meinecke as an historian who is aware of tradition, but also willing

to change or rethink (Umlernbereit).33

In Schulin’s view (and also Hofer’s), Meinecke’s flexibility becomes particularly

clear after the First World War, when he replaced his optimistic, monistic idealism

with a pessimistic dualism. Instead of unity and harmony, Meinecke now seems

to emphasize contrasts and disunity, which are expressed in (apparent) opposites

like: Kratos and Ethos, ‘causalities and values’, enlightenment and historicism,

individuality and development, absolute and relative.34 Similar dualisms are,

however, also apparent in Meinecke’s earlier works, as Sterling already pointed

out in his critique on Hofer. For example, Meinecke’s first major study – as the

title clearly shows –Weltbürgertum und Nationalstaat, already gives evidence of such

a dualism. Meinecke’s Habilitationsschrift on General Hermann von Boyen is also

concerned with certain contrasts. Boyen, for example, was placed in a dilemma

of either following Kantian ethics or military action. Thus, Boyen saw himself

confronted with the relationship between ‘personality’ and the ‘nation’.35 Unlike

Schulin, Herzfeld emphasized a continuity of opposites in Meinecke’s work and

he suggested not attaching too much importance to the rupture the First World

War might have had on Meinecke’s philosophy of history.36

Schulin and Herzfeld also have different views on Meinecke’s concept of

individuality. Inspired by Droysen and Dilthey, Herzfeld sees the ‘unfathomable’

32 Herzfeld, ‘Friedrich Meinecke: Der Geschichtsdenker’, 101; Herzfeld, ‘Friedrich Meinecke.

Der Historiker, der Politiker’, 33, 35, 44; also: Herzfeld, ‘Friedrich Meinecke. Zu seinem 90.

Geburtstage’, 577-579.

33 Schulin, ‘Friedrich Meinecke’, 39; Also: Schulin, ‘Meineckes Leben und Werk’, 117; Meineke,

Friedrich Meinecke. Persönlichkeit und politisches Denken, 6-8.

34 Ernst Schulin, ‘Friedrich Meinecke’, 42-51.

35 Friedrich Meinecke, Das Leben des Generalfeldmarschalls Hermann von Boyen (Stuttgart 1896)

Erster Band, 122; Friedrich Meinecke, Das Leben des Generalfeldmarschalls Hermann von Boyen

(Stuttgart 1899) Zweiter Band, 411-412; Meinecke considered Boyen to be a transitory figure

between Enlightenment, Idealism and Romanticism. He thus represented the transition of

natural law to a historical way of thinking. I will come back to this issue in the following

chapters. Also: Herzfeld, ‘Friedrich Meinecke: Der Geschichtsdenker’, 103; Hinrichs, ‘Der

Historismus als ein Lebensproblem’, 373, 378. A thorough analysis of Boyen, however, won’t

be part of my research, for the Boyen biography is mainly concerned with concrete political

history, not intellectual history. Also see my methodological principles at the end of this

introduction.

36 Herzfeld, ‘Friedrich Meinecke: Der Geschichtsdenker’, 107; Herzfeld, ‘Friedrich Meinecke. Zu

seinem 90. Geburtstage’, 577-578.



Introduction 23

individual as central to Meinecke’s philosophy of history. This unfathomable

character of the individual or the aforementioned ‘secret of personality’ alludes

to what Meinecke describes as an impenetrable element of spontaneity, which is

unique to every (historical) personality, and crucial within history.37 This interest

in the individual, unique, spontaneous personality is, according to Herzfeld, the

basis of Meinecke’s philosophy of history. This emphasis on individuality does not

logically lead to subjectivism, for Meinecke relates the personal to the general.

Herzfeld clarifies: ‘Experience is for him [Meinecke, RK] to be concerned with our

personal existence as well as the major contemporary questions’.38 So, to reflect

on our experience (Erlebnis) against the background of our own time is what is at

stake for Meinecke. However, the individual or personality in reality is, according

to Herzfeld, also an ‘entity’ which can strive for ‘higher things’. Herzfeld concludes:

‘Meinecke was, from beginning to end, convinced that historical practice in the

end – applied according to this fixation on the individual X: the uniqueness of

personality and events – leads to a religious and metaphysical perspective’.39

In Meinecke’s view, according to Herzfeld, the general and the absolute are

simultaneously active within the concrete individual. Following Hinrichs, Herzfeld

concludes: the philosophy of history which characterises Weltbürgertum und

Nationalstaat does not differ all that much from what Meinecke later expounded

upon in, for example,Die Entstehung des Historismus.40 After all, both studies revolve

around notions like ‘individuality’, ‘spontaneity’, ‘freedom’, ‘development’, and ‘the

absolute’.

Schulin agrees with Herzfeld on Meinecke’s concept of individuality and the

fact that it requires an acceptance of metaphysics. Contrary to Herzfeld, Schulin

considers this to be a weakness of Meinecke’s philosophy of history.41 In Schulin’s

view Meinecke relates the individual with the ideal. This longing for an ideal,

says Schulin, is particularly manifest in Meinecke’s post-World War I studies.

According to Schulin, both Die Idee der Staatsräson and Die Entstehung de Historismus

rest on ‘spiritualization’. The Staatsräson-study centers on a spiritualization of

37 Herzfeld, ‘Friedrich Meinecke: Der Geschichtsdenker’, 102-103; also: Meinecke,

‘Willensfreiheit und Geschichtswissenschaft’, 3-29.

38 Herzfeld, ‘Friedrich Meinecke: Der Geschichtsdenker’, 104. ‘Das eigene Erlebnis ist für ihn

Auseinandersetzungmit den Problemen der ganz persönlichen Existenz wiemit den großen

Fragen der eigenen Zeit’.

39 Ibidem, 111. ‘Meinecke ist bis zu seinem Ende überzeugt geblieben, daß die so gehandhabte

Geschichte von dem individuellen – X – des Einmaligen der Persönlichkeit und des

Ereignisses letzten Endes den Weg in das Religiöse und Metaphysische zu weisen vermöge’.

In my analysis of Die Idee der Staatsräson I will come back to Meinecke’s X, which he borrowed

from Droysen, see chapter 2.

40 Herzfeld, ‘Friedrich Meinecke: Der Geschichtsdenker’, 107.

41 Schulin, ‘Das Problem der Individualität’, 109.
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power politics. And according to Meinecke, philosophers and historians like Hegel,

Fichte, Ranke and Treitschke were responsible for this spiritualization, which

ultimately led to a ‘coarsening of the idea of the power state’.42 In Die Idee der

Staatsräson, Schulin claims, Meinecke uncovered the dark realms of power politics,

yet, in his study on historicism Meinecke is also guilty of a kind of spiritualizing,

for he describes the emergence of historicism only until the so-called cultural ideal

(Kulturideal) of the Goethezeit.43 Meinecke discusses the emergence of historicism

up to Goethe, because, according to Schulin, historicism at that time was not yet

associated with the state, as was the case with later historicism.44 Nonetheless,

Schulin fails to see the relationship between politics (Staatsräson) and history

(historicism), because the principle of Staatsräson – a statesman must know the

history of his state to act prudently in the present – is, according to Meinecke, the

precursor of historicism.45

Meinecke’s ‘ideal of Goethe’ or the Goethezeit is, in Schulin’s opinion, important,

because it replaces the actual historical development. Put differently, the individual

and the unique, which are related to the absolute, were now raised to an ideal level

and thereby no longer related to history or the ‘principle of development’. Thus,

the ‘horizontal’ philosophy of history, in which the emphasis is on development is

replaced by Meinecke’s so-called ‘vertical’ philosophy of history, which is aimed at

the eternal, the absolute.46 As a result, according to Schulin, only a few historians

could relate toMeinecke’s historicism, for it was on such an exclusive and high level

of abstraction.47

Despite Schulin’s thorough analysis, he still relates Meinecke’s philosophical

turn to political realities like the FirstWorldWar,which apparently was the cause of

Meinecke’s dualism. Furthermore, shortly before the Second World War Meinecke

was, in Schulin’s opinion, forced to abandon politics, and as a result his world

view became bogged down in abstractions and ideals. Herzfeld, as mentioned

earlier, assumed a fundamental principle in Meinecke’s philosophy of history,

42 Ibidem, 108-109. I will come back to this issue in the chapters on Meinecke’s Die Idee der

Staatsräson; chapters 2 and 3.

43 Meinecke frequently makes use of the notion ‘Goethe-era’ (Goethezeit), however, it is a

misleading term. Peter Matussek clarifies why it invites one to consider an: ‘(…) extrem

unruhigen und in mehrfacher Hinsicht revolutionären Epoche durch seinen Namen eine

einheitliche Identität zu unterstellen, während es sich in Wirklichkeit umgekehrt verhält:

die Bedeutung Goethes für seine Zeit besteht nicht darin, daß er ihre Beben und Umbrüche

kompensatorisch ausglich, sondern seismographisch erspürte und darauf mit einzigartiger

Prägnanz reagierte’. Peter Matussek, Goethe zur Einführung (Hamburg 1998) 12.

44 Schulin, ‘Das Problem der Individualität’, 109.

45 Cf. the beginning of chapter 2.

46 Cf. chapters 4 and 5.

47 Schulin, ‘Das Problem der Individualität’, 109.
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which enabled him to intellectually withstand the changing environment, instead

of adapting to the political circumstances. According to Herzfeld, this means that

everything was in the end united in personality, in the individual. Herzfeld claims

Meinecke’s metaphysics was indissolubly linked with the individual, the concrete,

and personal. Herzfeld, however, concludes (as is clear from the aforecited quote)

that Meinecke’s philosophy of history ultimately ends in the realm of ‘religion’,

which refers mainly to a (Rankean) Christian belief. Schulin, in contrast, considers

it not so much a Christian, but rather a personally experienced harmony of

Anschauung, Denken and Gefühl from which an inner acquiescent image of God

(Gottweltbild) emerges.48Meinecke himself once called this a ‘secularized religion’.49

What this means and what purpose it served in his philosophy of history and his

political theory will be central to my research.

Unity in diversity

With regard to the debate on Meinecke’s dualistic or monistic ‘(dis)continuous’

philosophy of history, the American historian Christian Russell Jensen was

the first to suggest an alternative. According to Jensen – whose unpublished

dissertation has until now been completely ignored – none of the aforementioned

interpretations of Meinecke’s philosophy of history are satisfactory.50 According to

Jensen all these studies explain Meinecke’s argument in terms of ‘either-or’ instead

of ‘both-and’.51 The so-called antinomies – contrasting concepts or judgements

that can nevertheless both be true – are, in Jensen’s view, at the heart of Meinecke’s

thought.52 In his dissertation entitled ‘Unity in Antinomy’, Jensen argues that these

‘contiguous polarities’ enabled Meinecke to differentiate between polarities like

Weltbürgertum and Nationalstaat, power and ethics, without tying himself down to

either one of them.This made Meinecke more flexible than a monistic or dualistic

48 Ibidem, 101.

49 Friedrich Meinecke, ‘Deutung eines Rankewortes’ in: idem, Zur Theorie und Philosophie der

Geschichte (Stuttgart 1965) 117-139, there 137.

50 Christian Russell Jensen, ‘“Unity in Antinomy”. The Hermeneutics of Friedrich Meinecke’

(Chicago 1974). unpublished dissertation.

51 Jensen, ‘“Unity in Antinomy”’, 2. These both-and antinomies are also a typical feature of the

Fin-de-Siècle – the age in which Meinecke lived. See: Michael Saler, ‘Introduction’, in: idem

ed., The Fin-De-Siècle World (London and New York 2015) 1-8, there 4.

52 Ibidem, 4; Contrary to Jensen, Georg Masurargued that Meinecke’s thought centers

around contrasts instead of antinomies: ‘Er dachte in Kontrasten, nicht in Antinomien, da,

allen philosophischen Systemen zum Trotz, die historische Wirklichkeit ihm zeigte, daß

Befruchtungen und Verschlingungen feindlicher Ideen möglich waren’. Masur seems to be

referring to principles that are similar to Jensen’s antinomies. Masur, ‘Ethics in a World of

Power’, 609. Jensen does not mention Masur.



26 Germany’s Conscience

position would allow for.53 Hence, Jensen argues, Meinecke was able to maintain

his balance in practice as well as in theory, that is: on the one hand he could

for example criticize an uncontrolled power politics and on the other applaud a

Staatsräson based on Geist and political power.54

The most important, what Jensen calls, ‘polar relationship’ in Meinecke’s

thought is that of Geist and the ‘power-political state’. Although Meinecke ascribes

different meanings to the notion of Geist, Jensen claims Meinecke mainly refers

to the spiritual and intellectual life of the nation: the works of the major German

poets and philosophers around 1800.55 This interpretation of Geist is too strict and

at the same time too general, for Geist in Meinecke’s view is collective as well as

individual.56 Jensen admits Meinecke attributes different meanings and synonyms

to the notion of Geist, yet he maintains it primarily refers to the products of the

great poets and philosophers.57 Furthermore, he argues that all other polarities

basically fit the antinomy of Geist and Staat.58 Nevertheless, not every work is

compatible with this antinomy. For example, in Die Entstehung des Historismus

politics are of secondary concern. The many different meanings Meinecke assigns

to concepts like Geist, Staat, Macht, Ethik and Natur, cannot be reduced to an

antinomy of only Geist and Staat, as Jensen wants us to believe.

It appears Jensen’s antinomies are a variation on a dualistic theme, in which

also Meinecke’s alleged political and intellectual adaptability (as postulated by

Hofer among others) is removed, because thanks to these antinomies Meinecke

was flexible in his attitude towards a changing reality. Jensen’s purpose was to

examine the emergence and development of Meinecke’s preference for antinomies

and to deepen our understanding of Meinecke’s thought. Nevertheless, it remains

unexplained on what fundamental principles these antinomies are based. Jensen

points at Meinecke’s ‘environment’ in which he saw himself confronted with

monistic and dualistic systems. And further, through Ranke, Droysen and Dilthey,

Meinecke was able to orientate himself in the different political and intellectual

crises which he encountered during his life. But in the end, it remains unclear

how a ‘unity in diversity’ could also ensure political and moral stability.

Of course, Jensen does not shed any light on the principles of Meinecke’s

antinomies, since he thought these antinomies to be the very basis themselves.

He concludes that to Meinecke antinomies were always crucial: ‘his goal was to

53 Jensen, ‘“Unity in Antinomy”’, 4, 178.

54 Ibidem, 4-5. Cf. Chapters 2 en 3.

55 Jensen, ‘“Unity in Antinomy”’, 5-6.

56 Meinecke’s views on Geist, Kultur, Natur andMacht cf. chapter 2 and 5.

57 Jensen, ‘“Unity in Antinomy”’, 59.

58 Ibidem, 6.
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maintain the contiguous relationship between polarities he investigated’.59 In my

research it will become clear that Meinecke tried to reconcile or even transcend the

many different contrasts and antinomies. Moreover, he strove for or even assumed

a fundamental harmony. Jensen’s antinomies can thus be reconciled by means of

Meinecke’s panentheistic philosophy of history.

Verstehen or criticising

During the sixties and seventies, a couple of studies on Meinecke were published,

in which worship and admiration were replaced by severe critique. In 1965 the

Dutch historian Maarten Brands (1933-2018) published a dissertation entitled

‘Historicism as Ideology’. This study, in which among other things, Meinecke’s

historicism is analyzed, was a reaction to Walther Hofer’s extensive work on

Meinecke. In Brands’ view, Hofer had failed to criticize Meinecke’s historicism,

which should be considered a conservative ideology.60 Brands denounced what

he characterized as Meinecke’s ‘uncritical’ philosophy of history. ‘Uncritical’, in

Brands’ view, refers to conservative historicists like Meinecke, who ‘only’ want to

explain and understand (Verstehen) the past instead of criticizing past ideologies

59 Ibidem, 238.

60 Maarten C. Brands, Historisme als ideologie. Het ‘onpolitieke’ en ‘anti-normatieve’ element in

de Duitse geschiedwetenschap (Assen 1965) 100 note 1; Maarten Brands, ‘Meinecke between

“Macht” and “Innerlichkeit” in: Michael Erbe, ed., Friedrich Meinecke heute. Bericht über ein

Gedenk-Colloquium zu seinem 25. Todestag am 5. und 6. April 1979 (Berlin 1981) 176-185, there

176-177. Brands’ argument also refers to his dispute with the Dutch historian Hermann von

der Dunk (1928-2018). Cf. Herman Paul, Het moeras van de geschiedenis. Nederlandse debatten

over historisme (Amsterdam 2012) 228-235. Also: H. W. von der Dunk, ‘Friedrich Meinecke en

het historisme; een blik terug’, Tijdschrift voor Geschiedenis 79 (1966) 24-37. Recently Brands

published a volume in which the same view on Meinecke is still articulated: Maarten

Brands, Het arsenaal van de geschiedenis. Over theorie en geschiedschrijving (Amsterdam 2013)

247-262. Other critical works written in a similar vein are: Waldemar Besson, ‘Friedrich

MeineckeunddieWeimarer Republik. ZumVerhältnis vonGeschichtsschreibungundPolitik’,

Vierteljahreshefte für Zeitgeschichte 7 (1959) 113-129; Gustav Schmidt, Deutscher Historismus und

der Übergang zur parlamentarischen Demokratie. Untersuchungen zu den politischen Gedanken von

Meinecke / Troeltsch /Weber (Lübeck 1964); Several critical accounts were also published in the

US: Louis L. Snyder, German Nationalism. The Tragedy of a People. Extremism contra Liberalism in

Modern GermanHistory (Harrisburg and Pennsylvania 1952) especially 255-283; and in the UK:

Werner Stark’s introduction to the English translation of Meinecke’s Die Idee der Staatsräson:

Friedrich Meinecke, Machiavellism. The Doctrine of Raison d’état and its Place in Modern History,

transl. Douglas Scott (New Haven 1957) xi-xlvi; also published as: Werner Stark, ‘Friedrich

Meinecke’ in: idem, Social Theory and Christian Thought. A Study of Some Points of Contact.

Collected Essays Around a CommonTheme (London 1958) 201-245. An exception in these decades

is the subtle article by Schulin, ‘Das Problem der Individualität’.
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that appear to be no longer viable.61 Brands defines an ideology as follows: ‘a mode

of thought that is determined by a system, and yet, because of this determination it

will, by definition, be superseded by historical development and therefore become

alienated ever further from reality’.62 According to Brands, Meinecke’s historicism

had become such an alienated mode of thought.

Brands claims Meinecke’s historicism, with its emphasis on individuality and

‘irrationality’, should be understood as a conservative ideology, for every normative

judgement is avoided in favour of a reproduction of a past reality.63 Understanding

the past was, therefore, more important to Meinecke than passing judgements

or criticizing the past. Contrary to this view, Brands was convinced that judging

the past should be at the heart of a critical view of history. That is why Brands

prefers a ‘progressive, critical view’ of history to Meinecke’s conservative ‘irrational

historicism’. For, says Brands: ‘a future-oriented critique is the most important

contribution history – as a social science – can make to the society to which it

belongs’.64

To support the claim that Meinecke’s historicism was a conservative political

ideology, Brands points at the alleged connections between historicism, nihilism,

and Nazism. With regard to Meinecke’s historicism however, Brands is careful,

although a remark like ‘we have hesitated to relate the concept of nihilism to

the etheric figure of Meinecke’ seems to implicitly relate Meinecke’s historicism

61 Brands, Historisme als ideologie, 3; Paul, Het moeras van de geschiedenis, 228-232.

62 Brands, Historisme als ideologie, 7-8. ‘(…) een denkwijze of gedachtengoed, dat vastgesteld is

in een systeem en vanwege dit feit per definitie door de historische ontwikkeling achterhaald

wordt of reeds is en daarmee steeds verder van de werkelijkheid vervreemdt’. Brands’,

however, seems to be unaware of the fact that his own definition of ideology might also

be outdated, or part of a ‘superseded mode of thought’. In a later publication he admits

his former critical view of history fell victim to the same blind spots: ‘(…) in spite of all its

pretentions of being critical, the critical school has remained prone to the same kinds of

limitations, of interpretations against which it was addressed’. Brands, ‘Meinecke between

“Macht”’, 177.

63 Brands, Historisme als ideologie, 56, 80-81, 230-231, 249-250; Paul, Het moeras van de

geschiedenis, 229.

64 Brands, Historisme als ideologie, 3. ‘(…) de belangrijkste bijdrage, die een sociale wetenschap

als de geschiedenis behoort te leveren aan de maatschappij, waarbinnen zij bestaat, [is, RK]

een op de toekomst georiënteerde kritiek (…)’. This point has been criticized by Von der Dunk,

who states that Brands’ view presupposes an objective viewpoint which is derived from its

own time and serves as a basis onwhich the past can be submitted to critical analysis in order

to decide which values are valid for the present and the future. H.W. von der Dunk, ‘Friedrich

Meinecke en het historisme’, 28; Also: E.E.G. Vermeulen,Waarden en geschiedwetenschap. Een

vergelijking van de standpunten ingenomen door H.W. von der Dunk, A.G. Weiler, M.C. Brands. Met

notities over die van J.M. Romein, G. Harmsen, J.H.J. van der Pot (Assen 1978); on presentism (to

which Brands’ view leans): Ed Jonker, ‘Hedendaags historisme en anachronisme’, Theoretische

Geschiedenis 21 (1995) 1-15, there 2-3.
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to nihilism.65 Brands’ remarks on Meinecke’s history of ideas are similar, for

he characterizes it as: ‘a naïve trust in values (…), while it is, and has become

abundantly clear that these values could also result in something brutish

[naturhaftes]’.66

Relating Meinecke’s historicism to nihilism and implicitly to Nazism – aside

from the fact that both are anything but conservative ideologies – sounds like

finalism.67 It does, however, clarify why Brands wants to break with Meinecke’s

historicism, for according to Brands, it leads to a value relativism, which created

the preconditions for Nazism. Yet, this is a fundamental misunderstanding,

since Nazism was far from relativistic; in fact it advocated a series of extreme

values and ideals. Hence, value relativism could not have led to Nazism. Moreover,

historicism is about the individual is every respect, Nazism was mainly focussed

on the collective, in particular the masses.68 Brands, as just mentioned, was in fact

referring to the lack of resistance to Nazism which was, in his opinion, endorsed

by an ‘anti-normative’ view like Meinecke’s philosophy of history. Instead, Brands

suggests a future-oriented critique, which helps to (politically) orientate a society.

Another argument quoted in evidence by Brands to support his thesis is Meinecke’s

alleged ‘state-worship’, which is, according to Brands, the result of Meinecke’s

state-centered view of history.69 And this ‘state-worship’ contributed to the

‘derailment’ of Germany. Hence, when taking to heart Brands’ critical view of

history, historians should distance themselves from this nineteenth-century

‘historical irrationalism’.70

65 Brands, Historisme als ideologie, 230. ‘Wij hebben (…) geschroomd het begrip nihilisme uit te

spreken ten aanzien van de etherische figuur van Meinecke’.

66 Ibidem, 148. ‘een naïef vertrouwen in waarden (…), waarvan toch maar al te zeer duidelijk

werd en is geworden, hoe ook deze [waarden, RK] op hun beurt tot iets ‘naturhaftes’ kunnen

worden’.

67 Cf. Hermann von der Dunkin his review of Brands’ work: ‘Ik kan echter niet akkoord gaanmet

de doctrinair-moralistische toon waarop hier Meinecke verweten wordt niet daar te staan

waar een Nederlands historicus in 1965 staat’ and: ‘De causaliteit Historisme-Nihilisme-

Nazisme, die hij [Brands, RK] toch duidelijk suggereert, lijkt mij dan ook onhoudbaar’. Von

der Dunk, ‘Friedrich Meinecke en het historisme’, 28, 36. Cf. Waldemar Besson, ‘Friedrich

Meinecke und die Weimarer Republik’, 113, 128-129; Iggers, The German Conception of History,

277. Stefan Meineke gives an overview of the politically-oriented secondary literature,

although he only pays attention to German historiography. Brands, Iggers and the Italian

reception are left out. Stefan Meineke, ‘Parteien und Parlamentarismus im Urteil von

FriedrichMeinecke’ in: Gisela Bock and Daniel Schönpflug ed., FriedrichMeinecke in seiner Zeit.

Studien zu LebenundWerk (Stuttgart 2006) 51-93, there 55-63;Meineke, FriedrichMeinecke, 1-59.

68 I will come back to these issues in the last chapter.

69 Brands, Historisme als ideologie, 111.

70 Ernst Schulin described such a form of breaking with traditions as a principle of what he

called Traditionskritik and Rekonstruktionsversuch. According to Schulin, these ruptures in

traditions (like for example the French Revolution or the world wars) lead to reconstructions
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The German-American historian Georg Iggers (1926-2017) agrees with Brands

on almost every level. Iggers fully endorsed Brands’ association of historicism with

nihilism and Nazism. For example, in 1967 Iggers claims: ‘[Meinecke, RK] did not

recognize the responsibility of the German idealistic tradition for preparing the

intellectual road to Nazism’.71 A year later Iggers’ major study on the tradition of

the German conception of history was published, and again, in this study he states:

‘(…) it is difficult to escape the thought that the political ethics of historicism in its

recognition of the rights of the state and its denial of minimal universal norms of

political behavior contributed in a significant way to breaking down the barriers

against political nihilism and totalitarianism in German[y]’.72 Iggers did not agree

with Brands on equating historicism with conservatism, for he stressed German

historical thought was far more complex than Brands suggested. Iggers argues:

‘For histori[ci]sm as an ideology played as central a role in liberal and democratic

theory in Germany from the Wars of Liberation to the Weimar Republic as it did

in conservative thought’.73

Both Brands and Iggers concentrate only on the political aspects of Meinecke’s

work.74 Meinecke’s view of history is disregarded as a reactionary, conservative

ideology. Moreover, Brands and Iggers consider Meinecke’s thought to be solely

about politics. According to them, even the ‘unpolitical’ and ‘withdrawn’ study

Die Entstehung des Historismus, which was published in 1936, was highly political

of traditions, be it in a negative or affirmative manner. Ernst Schulin, Traditionskritik und

Rekonstruktionsversuch. Studien zur Entwicklung von Geschichtswissenschaft und historischem

Denken (Göttingen 1979) 16-23.

71 Georg G. Iggers, ‘The Decline of the Classical National Tradition of German Historiography’,

History and Theory 6 (1967) 382-412, there 395.

72 Georg G. Iggers, The German Conception of History. The National Tradition of Historical Thought

from Herder to the Present (Middletown 1983, first published 1968) 277, on Meinecke and

Nazism: 223-228. A critique on this study: H. Butterfield, ‘Review’, The EnglishHistorical Review

86 (1971) 337-342, in particular: 338-339, 342. Robert Pois also relates historicism to Nazism.

His study, however, is full of misrepresentations, and excessively critical. For example, he

states – without any explanation – thatMeineckewas condemned to ‘that unhappy tendency

in German political thinking to consider the state as a unit’. Or: Meinecke allegedly was not

capable of ‘understanding an ideology’. Pois’ argument becomes ridiculous when he starts

questioning Meinecke’s mental condition: ‘in the inner most reaches of his [Meinecke, RK]

rather confused psyche (…)’. And, finally, Pois claims that Meinecke in the end abandoned

both politics and history! Pois, Friedrich Meinecke and German Politics, 104, 114, 79, 146. Also:

Kossmann, ‘Friedrich Meinecke (1862-1954)’, 224; Ernst Schulin, ‘Robert A. Pois, Friedrich

Meinecke and German Politics in the Twentieth Century’,Historische Zeitschrift 217 (1973) 454-

456; Klaus Böhme, ‘Meinecke als politischer Historiker’,Neue Politische Literatur (1975) 110-114.

In the last chapter I will come back to Meinecke’s attitude towards Nazism.

73 Georg G. Iggers, ‘Review’, History and Theory 6 (1967) 112-117, there 116-117.

74 Schulin, ‘Meineckes Leben undWerk’, 131.
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precisely because of the timing.75 With regard to Meinecke’s historicism, Brands’

and Iggers’ views are very limited and strict, for Meinecke’s historicism is far

too complex to reduce it to a conservative ideology.76 Of course, politics was

an important factor in Meinecke’s ideas and life; nevertheless, his notion of

historicism contains far more than Iggers and Brands suggest, as will become

clear in my research.

Umdefinition or new paradigm

The value relativism debate, which was also associated withMeinecke’s historicism,

was revived during the eighties and nineties of the twentieth century.77 Initially

– and contrary to Brands and Iggers – criticism was not aimed specifically at

the political, ethical, or ideological aspects, but concentrated solely on Meinecke’s

historicism in relation to ethical relativism. The German historian Otto Gerhard

Oexle (1939-2016) and his pupil Annette Wittkau are the key instigators in this

debate. They claim Meinecke’s interpretation of historicism marks a ‘wrong

development’ (Fehlentwicklung). Below I will only discuss Oexle’s argument, since

Wittkau wholly agrees with him.78

Oexle’s criticism consists of five points, which can be summarized as follows.

First, at the time when historicism was under great pressure Meinecke, according

to Oexle, attributes a ‘positive’ content to historicism by reducing historicism to

the nineteenth century. And by doing so, Meinecke, in Oexle’s view, eliminated

75 Brands, Historisme als ideologie, 111, 220-221; Iggers, The German Conception of History, 218-222.

76 Even though Brands admits Meinecke’s historicism consists of more than one dimension, he

still emphasizes only the political one.

77 This revival of a desire for (Neo-Kantian) fixed values is probably the result of certain

characteristics historicism has in common with postmodernism. On this issue of similarities

and differences between these concepts: F. R. Ankersmit, History and Tropology. The Rise and

Fall of Metaphor (Berkeley 1994) 182-238.

78 Wittkau’s point of view regarding Meinecke is often over-simplified and tendentious: ‘Die

Ausgrenzung der Wertfrage und die nationalistische Umdeutung gaben dem Historismus

eine neue Dimension, die ihn mit den politischen Grundtendenzen jener Jahre konform

erscheinen ließen’. According to Wittkau Meinecke’s interpretation of historicism as ‘pure’

German fits the political climate of the thirties, the period Die Entstehung des Historismus

was published. Annette Wittkau, Historismus. Zur Geschichte des Begriffs und des Problems

(Göttingen 1994) 195. Wittkau’s argument has come under heavy criticism from Muhlack

and Bahners: Ulrich Muhlack, ‘Gibt es ein “Zeitalter” des Historismus? Zur Tauglichkeit

eines wissenschaftsgeschichtlichen Epochenbegriffs’ in: Otto Gerhard Oexle and Jörn Rüsen

eds., Historismus in den Kulturwissenschaften. Geschichtskonzepte, historische Einschätzungen,

Grundlagenprobleme (Cologne, Weimar and Vienna 1996) 201-219, there 211-219; Patrick

Bahners, ‘Literaturkenntnis schützt vor Denkmalsturz. Völlig losgelöst: der Historismus nach

Annette Wittkau’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (17 May 1993); Also: Ernst Schulin, ‘Neue

Diskussionen über Historismus’, Storia della storiografia 33 (1998) 109-118, there 111.
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the problem of ethical relativism, which was of great concern at the time when

Meinecke wrote his book on historicism. Oexle asserts ethical relativism is

inherent to historicism in the sense Ernst Troeltsch once stated: historicism

entails ‘an all-embracing historicization of the world and thought’.79 Oexle’s

second, third, fourth and fifth points of criticism are closely connected. He

claims (2) Meinecke’s interpretation of historicism does not assume a ‘historical

dependent socio-cultural process’, but a ‘conception of ideas’ generated by

individuals. Subsequently, these individuals are considered the spiritual fathers

of historicism. Meinecke, however, restricts these founding fathers, according

to Oexle, to the Germans; historicism, therefore, should be regarded as a (3)

particularly German phenomenon. Moreover, Oexle claims it is reduced to (4)

the idealism of Humboldt and Ranke, and that is why (5) Meinecke’s historicism

should be considered as closed, for it is limited to the nineteenth century.80

Meinecke did indeed interpret historicism positively, but he did not ignore

the problem of ethical relativism at all. He was an outstanding example of an

historian who was conscious of the process of historicization, comparable to what

Burckhardt and Troeltsch experienced. His focus on conscience as a ‘fixed agency’

to counter ethical relativism is also proof of that. This ‘conscience’ solution is

characterized by Oexle as a turn or conversion (Umorientierung) to a philosophy

of life comparable with Dilthey: ‘This kind of triumph of historicism to Meinecke

was subjective, individual, and ultimately based on a religious conviction’.81 Oexle,

however, fails to explain what, in this context, the concept ‘religion’ entails, and

how it is tied to the ‘individual’ and the ‘subjective’ – this will be analyzed in detail

in my research.

79 Otto Gerhard Oexle, ‘“Historismus”. Überlegungen zur Geschichte des Phänomens und

des Begriffs’ (1986), in: idem, Geschichtswissenschaft im Zeichen des Historismus. Studien

zu Problemgeschichte der Moderne (Göttingen 1996) 41-72, there 64. ‘einer umfassenden

Historisierung der Welt und des Denkens’. Otto Gerhard Oexle, ‘Meineckes Historismus.

Über Kontext und Folgen einer Definition’ in: idem, Geschichtswissenschaft im Zeichen des

Historismus. Studien zu Problemgeschichte der Moderne (Göttingen 1996) 95-136, there 118; Otto

Gerhard Oexle, ‘Krise des Historismus – Krise der Wirklichkeit. Eine Problemgeschichte der

Moderne’ in: idem ed., Krise des Historismus – Krise der Wirklichkeit. Wissenschaft, Kunst und

Literatur 1880-1932 (Göttingen 2007) 11-116, there 95-96; Wittkau, Historismus, 190-196.

80 Oexle, ‘“Historismus”. Überlegungen zur Geschichte’, 64-65; Oexle, ‘Meineckes Historismus’,

118-119. Wittkaustates: ‘Mit dem Problemkreis, der bis in die 20er Jahre hinein unter dem

Schlagwort des “Historismus” diskutiert worden war, dem Problem des Wertrelativismus,

der Frage nach dem Verhältnis von Historie und Leben sowie auch mit der Frage nach

den Möglichkeiten und Grenzen der empirischen Geschichtswissenschaft, hat auch der

Historismus im Sinne Meineckes nichts mehr zu tun’. Wittkau, Historismus, 191.

81 Oexle, ‘Meineckes Historismus’, 120. ‘Diese Art der Überwindung des Historismus war für

Meinecke individuell, subjektiv und letztlich religiös begründet’.
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Oexle’s distinction between a process of historicization and a ‘conception

of ideas’ generated by individuals was not an issue for Meinecke. Instead, he

regarded both as closely related. Oexle’s accusation regarding Meinecke’s alleged

strict notion of historicism and it being specifically German is also not convincing,

for Meinecke considered historicism, apart from Germany’s important role, as a

European phenomenon.82 Moreover, Meinecke’s historicism is not restricted to

the historical discipline but includes the ‘whole of life’.83 It therefore surpasses the

boundaries of the historical sciences. And finally, Oexle’s last point of critique fails

to convince, for Meinecke’s historicism is not ‘closed’ in the sense of being limited

to the nineteenth century, because he searched for answers, historical insight

and solutions to current problems; ethical relativism was one of them. In sum,

Oexle’s criticism is one-sided and reveals a distorted interpretation (Umdeutung)

of Meinecke.84

During the eighties and nineties, the distinguished German historian Jörn

Rüsen, Oexle’s rival, considered historicism as a scientific paradigm and warned

against Oexle’s strict interpretation of historicism, which renders the twentieth

century discussion absolute.85 Instead, Rüsen suggests viewing historicism as a

mode of thought between Enlightenment and modernity – thus, it should roughly

be associated with the nineteenth century. This distinction is, according to Rüsen,

not strict, because the Enlightenment already anticipated the different aspects of

historicism.86 In that sense, historicism was not a clean break, but the crowning

glory of the Enlightenment.87 Both Enlightenment and historicismwere, in Rüsen’s

opinion, a phase in modernity, which nevertheless faded at the beginning of the

82 Die EntstehungdesHistorismus aswell asDie Idee der Staatsräsondiscuss English, French, Italian,

Scottish and Irish philosophers, politicians and historians.

83 I will elaborate on this issue in chapter 4.

84 Cf. Chapter 4. Schulin also criticizes Oexle for being one-sided in his analysis of Meinecke:

Ernst Schulin, ‘Neue Diskussionen über Historismus’, 111.

85 Jörn Rüsen, ‘Historismus als Wissenschaftsparadigma. Leistung und Grenzen eines

strukturgeschichtlichen Ansatzes der Historiographiegeschichte’ in: Otto Gerhard Oexleand

Jörn Rüseneds., Historismus in den Kulturwissenschaften. Geschichtskonzepte, historische

Einschätzungen, Grundlagenprobleme (Cologne, Weimar and Vienna 1996) 119-137, there 136;

Friedrich Jaeger and Jörn Rüsen, Geschichte des Historismus. Eine Einführung (Munich 1992) 8.

Also: Schulin, ‘Neue Diskussionen über Historismus’, 113.

86 Jaegerand Rüsen, Geschichte des Historismus, 8-10; Jörn Rüsen, ‘Historismus als

Erkenntnisprinzip und Wissensform – einige Gesichtspunkte’, in: idem, Konfigurationen

des Historismus. Studien zur deutschen Wissenschaftskultur (Frankfurt am Main 1993) 17-28,

there 18.

87 Jaegerand Rüsen, Geschichte des Historismus, 10; This has already been argued by Gadamer:

Hans-Georg Gadamer, Wahrheit und Methode. Grundzüge einer philosophischen Hermeneutik

(Tübingen 1960) especially the second part.
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twentieth century andwas overcome by other, newermodes of thought.88 Given the

fact that Rüsen considered historicism as a new paradigm, it should not surprise

us that he disagrees with Meinecke’s broad interpretation of historicism, that is,

historicism as world view (Weltanschauung) or existential question (Lebensproblem).

Rüsen considers such an interpretation as far too subjective.89

Ulrich Muhlack also explicitly turns against Oexle, and like Rüsen he considers

historicism to be a paradigm, but, unlike Rüsen, this paradigm is not connected

to a certain period. Historicism, in Muhlack’s view, is a lasting accomplishment,

which is still viable.90 Muhlack essentially agrees with Meinecke’s notion of

historicism, in the sense that its inception is to be situated in the late eighteenth

and beginning of the nineteenth century.91 Muhlack situates the professionalization

of history, however, three centuries earlier than Meinecke: in the sixteenth

century. Muhlack does not consider this sixteenth-century historicism comparable

with nineteenth-century historicism.92 Further, he attacks Oexle’s and Wittkau’s

claim that Meinecke was responsible for a ‘wrong development’ (Fehlentwicklung).

In this context Muhlack demonstrates in detail Meinecke’s interference in the

debate on ethical relativism, and shows that Meinecke came up with a solution

to these problems.93 Muhlack, like Hinrichs, also points at Meinecke’s notion of

‘conscience’ as a fundamental principle. Muhlack, however, also fails to explain

the fundamental principle, the (metaphysical) ground, on which this conscience is

based.

88 That is Rüsen’s and Jaeger’s argument in: Geschichte des Historismus; also: Georg G. Iggers,

‘Historismus – Geschichte und Bedeutung eines Begriffs. Eine kritische Übersicht der

neuesten Literatur’ in: Gunter Scholtz ed., Historismus am Ende des 20. Jahrhunderts. Eine

internationale Diskussion (Berlin 1997) 102-126, there 117, 119.

89 For an elaborate analysis on this issue, see chapter 4. In his recent studies Rüsen became an

advocate of a ‘new’ humanism. For example: Jörn Rüsen and Henner Laass eds., Humanism in

Intercultural Perspective: Experiences and Expectations (Bielefeld 2009).

90 Muhlack, ‘Gibt es ein “Zeitalter”’, 201-219. Also: Horst Walter Blanke, ‘Aufklärungshistorie

und “Historismus” im Denken Friedrich Meineckes’ in: W. Bialas and G. Raulet ed., Die

Historismusdebatte in der Weimarer Republik (Frankfurt am Main 1996) 142-160.

91 It is remarkable that Muhlack also agrees with Benedetto Croce’s definition of historicism,

which is a completely different version of historicism. Cf. section 4.6. Muhlack,

Geschichtswissenschaft im Humanismus und in der Aufklärung. Die Vorgeschichte des Historismus

(Munich 1991) 19-22.

92 Muhlack, Geschichtswissenschaft, 27, 42, 412; Also: Iggers, ‘Historismus – Geschichte und

Bedeutung eines Begriffs’, 118; Schulin, ‘Neue Diskussionen über Historismus’, 113.

93 Muhlack, ‘Gibt es ein “Zeitalter” des Historismus?’, 212-219.
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Continuity and historicization

During the mid-nineties, in reaction to Brands’, Iggers’, Oexle’s, and Rüsen’s

criticism, a shift to a more understanding (verstehen) view of Meinecke came to the

fore. In 1995 the German historian Stefan Meineke published a biography of the

development of Meinecke’s political ideas up to the end of the First World War.94

Verstehen is at the heart of this biography, for, according to StefanMeineke, previous

criticism had pushed this aspect into the background. He aims to ‘re-examine the

relationship between Meinecke’s world view and his historical-political thought’.95

His main objective is to demonstrate that the First World War was not a cause

for a deep crisis in Meinecke’s thought, for already in his youth Meinecke adopted

a ‘classical liberal-humanistic’ conviction, which gave him the tools to withstand

the political crises Germany encountered. ‘Only’, says Stefan Meineke, ‘because he

held on to his world view and the ideals of classical liberalism, was Meinecke able

to commit himself to the Weimar Republic and fight against the rise of National

Socialism’.96 Stefan Meineke, in short, refutes Hofer’s dominant and persistent

idea of a rupture in Meinecke’s thought. Meinecke, on the contrary, was not a

flexible mind or an historian willing to change (Umlernbereit) in times of crisis, but

a man of ‘consistent political principles’, and, according to Stefan Meineke: ‘Since

Meinecke did not identify his values with certain political systems or institutions,

he could remain open to historical change’.97 Stefan Meineke concludes that the

so-called ‘turn-thesis’ (Wandlung-These) – Meinecke supposedly underwent a crisis

caused by the First World War – has little to do with Meinecke’s political thought,

but instead, it is an indication of the condition of German historiography around

1945 and after.98

Stefan Meineke concentrates on Meinecke’s political articles, his studies up

to and including Weltbürgertum und Nationalstaat, his autobiographical works, and

his correspondence. What is striking about this political biography is the use of a

so-called ‘developmental psychology’ to analyze Meinecke’s political commitment

and his political ‘fundamental conception’ (Grundvorstellung).99 This psychological

94 Meineke, Friedrich Meinecke, 2.

95 Ibidem, 43. ‘den Zusammenhang zwischen Meineckes weltanschaulichem und historisch-

politischem Denken erneut nachzugehen’.

96 Ibidem, 307. ‘Nur weil er in seinem weltanschaulichen Denken an den Wertidealen des

klassischen Liberalismus unverbrüchlich festgehalten hat, war es Meinecke möglich, sich für

die Weimarer Republik und gegen den aufkommenden Nationalsozialismus zu engagieren’.

97 Ibidem, 56, 306. ‘gleichbleibender politischer Grundvorstellungen’. ‘Da Meinecke seine

Wertideale nicht mit bestimmten politischen Systemen oder Institutionen identifizierte,

konnte er für historische Wandlungen offen sein’.

98 Ibidem, 312.

99 Ibidem, 44.
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method assumes that convictions and ‘philosophical orientations’ of a person

are developed between the age of fifteen and twenty-five.100 Stefan Meineke

explains how different conflicts in Meinecke’s personal life – in particular his

childhood – contributed to moulding his political convictions.101 In this context, it

supposedly was the poet Wilhelm Raabe (1831-1910) who was of great importance

for Meinecke’s oeuvre, because this poet’s work apparently articulated Meinecke’s

‘youth issues’. The shaping of Meinecke’s identity was particularly complicated

by the pressure – the obligations concerning the Church (Kirchenzwang) – of his

strict pietistic father.102 Meinecke eventually broke with his father’s pietism to

replace it with literature – Stefan Meineke claims Meinecke’s interest in literature

became a substitution for religion (Ersatzreligion).103 This struggle with his father,

the humanism and idealism he found in poets like Raabe, Mörike, and later on in

Humboldt had thus a tremendous effect on Meinecke’s political ideas.104

Literaturewas indeed very important for shapingMeinecke’s world view. Stefan

Meineke, however, exaggerates Raabe’s influence on Meinecke’s (political) thought.

In fact, Raabe – who is only mentioned in Meinecke’s letters and autobiography –

is of minor importance regarding Meinecke’s studies. Furthermore, considering

the many references to, and articles on Goethe and Schiller, it is striking that

Stefan Meineke fails to mention either of these poets, who were in fact extremely

important to Meinecke’s personal and intellectual development; in particular his

philosophy of history and political theory are shaped by the thoughts of these

poets.105 With regard to Meinecke’s break with pietism, I also disagree with Stefan

Meineke. Even though Meinecke distanced himself from pietism, in which by the

way the legacies of Neoplatonism and panentheism are interwoven, it did leave an

indelible mark on his thought, which is clearly articulated in his studies – in this

research I will elaborate on this issue at length.

Stefan Meineke’s main sources to support his thesis consist of Meinecke’s

political writings and his autobiography.106 He demonstrates that both these

sources show that the First World War did not cause an intellectual crisis.

The political writings indeed give evidence of this, however, to use Meinecke’s

autobiography and correspondence as evidence for this statement is not very

convincing. What is worse, many different quotes from Meinecke’s autobiography

and letters serve as a guide for the thesis of Stefan Meineke’s biography. This

100 Ibidem, 48. ‘weltanschaulichen Orientierungen’.

101 Ibidem, 60-89.

102 Ibidem, 68, 74.

103 Ibidem, 75.

104 Ibidem, 73-77.

105 Meinecke, ‘Erlebtes’, 32, 42.

106 Meineke, Friedrich Meinecke, 43, 298
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poses a problem, because thinkers, in this case Meinecke, are not always the best

interpreters of their own work and intellectual development (Werdegang).

To justify his choice to use Meinecke’s personal life as a basis for understanding

his political views, Stefan Meineke points at Meinecke’s own statements on ‘life’ as

a foundation for his world view.107 He assumes Meinecke equates ‘life’ with his own

life, or life as such,while ‘life’ inMeinecke’s explanation refers to life as a continuous

‘process of becoming’ and thereby it points at a view (of history) in which collective

and individual history merge. Meinecke is not first and foremost interested in

understanding the personal convictions of individuals, but wants to fathom (ideas

of) history; that is the fundamental or existential question (Lebensproblem) Meinecke

saw himself confronted with.

I do agree with Stefan Meineke that Meinecke had a ‘fundamental conviction’,

however, it was not limited to ‘classical liberalism’ and it did not originate in his

childhood. Meinecke’s world view developed in close interaction with his time and

especially with the tradition in which he positioned himself. And, in that sense, the

‘consistent political principles’, which Stefan Meineke referred to, can be based on

Meinecke’s panentheistic conviction: the leitmotiv of my research.

From the year 2000 onwards Meinecke studies still hold understanding

(verstehen) to be the right way of analyzing his life and work. Instead of judging

Meinecke’s oeuvre historicizing his life and thought is more and more accepted as

the standard.108What strikes one most is the general acceptance of the ‘continuity-

thesis’. Meinecke is no longer portrayed as an historian who got carried away with

political and intellectual revolutions, but as an historian with a firm conviction,

who in particular tried to explain the present against the background of the

past. The main study in which Meinecke is portrayed in this sense, is the volume

Friedrich Meinecke in seiner Zeit. Studien zu Leben und Werk (2006) edited by Gisela

Bock and Daniel Schönpflug.109 This volume was published on the occasion of the

107 Ibidem, 58.

108 Laube is the exception. He is critical in the tradition of Oexle: Reinhard Laube, KarlMannheim

und die Krise des Historismus. Historismus als wissenssoziologischer Perspektivismus (Göttingen

2004) in particular chapter 2: ‘Von Heussis “Krisis des Historismus” über Meineckes

“Entstehung des Historismus” zu Wehlers “Kritischer Wissenschaft” – und zurück’, 87-197.

109 Bockand Schönpflug, Friedrich Meinecke in seiner Zeit; at the same time a study was published

onMeinecke and his students: FriedrichMeinecke, Akademischer Lehrer und emigrierte Schüler.

The tenth volumeofMeinecke’s collectedworkswas edited byRitter andBock (in cooperation

with Stefan Meineke, among others): Meinecke, Neue Briefe und Dokumente (Munich 2012).

Also: Ernst Schulin, ‘Treitschke und Max Weber, Meinecke und Gerhard Ritter. Politik und

Geschichte in Freiburg zwischen 1863 und 1967’ in: Achim Aurnhammer en Hans-Jochen

Schwier ed., Poeten und Professoren. Eine Literaturgeschichte Freiburgs in Porträts (Freiburg 2009)

193-220; Carla du Pree, ‘Intellectueel in tijden van crisis. Friedrich Meinecke en het publieke

debat in Duitsland van 1914 tot 1954’, Streven: cultureel maatschappelijk maandblad 79 (2012)

226-236.
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fiftieth anniversary of Meinecke’s death and the symposium ‘Friedrich Meinecke:

Erinnern, Gedenken, Historisieren’, which was organized in 2004 in remembrance

of Meinecke.110 In their preface Bock and Schönpflug state that their volume, in

many respects, concurs with the conference volume of 1981, which was published

on the occasion of the twenty-fifth anniversary of Meinecke’s death.111 This volume

was the result of a colloquium onMeinecke, which was also organized with the aim

to historicize Meinecke’s work. The Dutch historian Ernst Kossmann (1922-2003),

who was present at this colloquium, describes the critical and slightly awkward

atmosphere of this gathering in 1979:

In general, the discussion was critical. The organizers thought it even necessary

to somewhat apologise for the whole venture. In Germany at that time it was

not considered a matter of course or even worthwhile to study and discuss his

[Meinecke’s, RK] oeuvre; and when it was considered useful one had to be careful

to avoid the impression of too much praise.112

A similar description is offered by another Dutch historian, Offringa, in his review

of the volume of 1981. He concludes: ‘(…) we have, for the time being, finished

discussing Meinecke. We have to await a new generation, which will rediscover

him in the light of different experiences’.113

Evidently, that new generation is represented in the volume of 2006. A

major difference between the articles of the 1981 volume and the 2006 volume is

the positive tone, but more importantly in 2006 the controversies surrounding

Meinecke’s life and especially his work are discussed with historical distance.

In that sense these controversies have become themselves subjects of historical

research.This correspondswith the quote of Bock and Schönpflug that Imentioned

at the beginning of this introduction: the emphasis is no longer on ‘praise

and reproach’, but on acquiring and deepening insight into Meinecke’s work.

What is most striking regarding the 2006 volume is the slight rehabilitation of

Meinecke. He is portrayed as an historian who was a ‘strong opponent of National

110 Bock, ‘Vorwort’, 7.

111 Michael Erbeed., Friedrich Meinecke heute. Bericht über ein Gedenk-Colloquium zu seinem 25.

Todestag am 5. und 6. April 1979 (Berlin 1981).

112 Kossmann, ‘Friedrich Meinecke’, 210. ‘De toon van de discussie was over het algemeen

kritisch. De organisatoren vonden het zelfs noodzakelijk de onderneming enigszins te

verontschuldigen. Het sprak toen in Duitsland blijkbaar niet vanzelf dat zijn [Meineckes,

RK] oeuvre de moeite van studie en bespreking waard was en men moest, toen men dat

wel meende, zeer zorgvuldig de indruk vermijden als zou men bezig zijn bloemenkransen

op zijn graf te leggen’.

113 C. Offringa, ‘Friedrich Meinecke herdacht’, Theoretische Geschiedenis 14 (1987) 220-223, there

223. ‘(…) wij zijn voorlopig over Meinecke uitgesproken. Het wachten is op een generatie die

hem vanuit andere ervaringen zal herontdekken’.
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Socialism’.114 This trend, as it turns out, is also manifest in the tenth volume of

Meinecke’s collected works, published in 2012. Gisela Bock, one of the editors

of this volume, claims in the introduction: ‘His letters (like his studies of this

age) reveal a deep reservation towards the Nazi regime, and simultaneously show

evidence of a desire to openly grapple with the politics of National Socialism

instead of turning away from it’.115 A ‘rehabilitating historicization’ of Meinecke’s

life and work are, in short, the central themes in this recent publication.116

Two other recent studies on Meinecke are worth mentioning in relation to

my research.117 The first one by Wolfgang Kämmerer discusses Meinecke in the

context of his time and is primarily concerned with the ‘problem of historicism’.118

His main aim is to determine why, how, to what extent and with what arguments

114 According to the back cover of the 2006-volume: Gisela Bock and Daniel Schönpflug

ed.,Friedrich Meinecke in seiner Zeit. ‘als entschiedener Gegner des Nationalsozialismus

äußerte’. Ritter’s introduction also emphasizes Meinecke’s aversion to National Socialism:

Meinecke, Akademischer Lehrer und emigrierte Schüler, 24-27; In a review on the 2006 volume

and Ritter’s study, Georg, Iggers attacks this issue: ‘(…) Meinecke’s position in the Third Reich

was by no means as clear-cut as it appears from the correspondence in the Ritter volume, or

in the essays in the Bock and Schönpflug book (…)’ And: ‘He [Meinecke, RK] kept his distance

from the Nazi regime and was aware of its negative sides, but he did not spell out what they

were’. Georg G. Iggers, ‘Book reviews’, Central European History 41 (2008) 151-155, there 154. In

chapter 6 I will come back to this issue.

115 Gisela Bock, ‘Friedrich Meinecke und seine Briefe. Eine Einführung’ in: Friedrich Meinecke,

Neue Briefe und Dokumente (Munich 2012) 1-23, there 10. ‘Seine Briefe (ebenso wie seine

Schriften dieser Zeit) zeugen von tiefer Distanz zum NS-Regime, aber auch von seinem

Willen, nicht einfach die Augen zu verschließen, sondern sichmit der nationalsozialistischen

Politik gesprächsweise auseinanderzusetzen’. Recently a re-issue of Meinecke’s Die deutsche

Katastrophe was published; this edition has an extensive part on the reception of this book

until 2018. I will come back to Die deutsche Katastrophe in the last chapter of this book. The

re-issue: Bernd Sösemann, ed., Friedrich Meinecke, Die deutsche Katastrophe. Betrachtungen und

Erinnerungen. Edition und internationale Rezeption (Berlin 2018).

116 The famous Dutch historian Hermann von der Dunk also briefly discusses Meinecke in his

new study: H.W. von der Dunk,De glimlachende sfinx. Kernvragen in de geschiedenis (Amsterdam

2011) 45-47. The Dutch historian Frits Boterman has an outdated view on Meinecke: Frits

Boterman, Duitse dichters en denkers. Het belang van cultuur in de moderne Duitse geschiedenis

(Amsterdam and Antwerp 2008) 209-212. On a theoretical level criticism has become

less severe. Pyper describes an historic and philosophical discussion (and correspondence)

between Meinecke and Croce. Pyper troubles over Hegel’s influence on Croce and Meinecke.

Pyper, by the way, claims Meinecke’s post-war (World War I) philosophy of history to be

dualistic. I my research I will have a more subtle approach to this issue. Pyper, ‘Meinecke,

Croce, and the Individual’, 68.

117 I will discussNicholas Berg’s argument in chapter six, for his study is not entirely onMeinecke

and only discusses Meinecke’s last book, which I will elaborate on in my last chapter.

118 Wolfgang Kämmerer, Friedrich Meinecke und das Problem des Historismus (Frankfurt am Main

2014). This is the published version of Kämmerer’s dissertation of 2000.
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Meinecke participated in the debate on the problems of historicism.119 His

argument is reminiscent of the positions taken previously by Hofer, Jensen,

Muhlack and Stefan Meineke. His argument against Oexle and Wittkau is in

the same vein as Muhlack: Meinecke did indeed position himself in the debate

on the crisis of historicism.120 Kämmerer is close to Hofer in the sense that he

primarily explains Meinecke’s attitude by describing his concept of historicism

against the background of Meinecke’s time. Kämmerer’s view on Meinecke’s

notion of conscience is in the end close to Jensen’s explanation, which is in fact

a description of what Meinecke himself said about conscience, not an analysis of

how Meinecke philosophically grounds this idea of conscience. Kämmerer thus

fails to address the tradition in which Meinecke was rooted, that is: German

Idealism, Romanticism, and also the tradition of Neoplatonism. These traditions

are important when discussing Meinecke’s fundamental mode of thought. So,

like Jensen, Kämmerer fails to answer the question of what Meinecke’s idea of

conscience was actually based on. Like Jensen, Kämmerer only describes what

Meinecke claims about the notion of conscience.121 However, Kämmerer does

pose the relevant questions regarding Meinecke’s notion of conscience, for he

asks himself what Meinecke thought conscience meant, since Meinecke at first

glance failed to really explicate what conscience is.122 To answer such a question,

one needs to know what the foundation of such a notion entails. Kämmerer,

like many commentators before him, considers it to be a religious foundation,

a religous belief.123 Since Meinecke broke with the idea of a ‘personal God’ and

replaced it – at a young age – with an abstract notion, a philosophical concept,

this explanation does not hold ground. So it must be something else. Kämmerer

suggests something which he calls ‘Dazwischen’, an in-between or go-between, a

median between humans and a religious sphere, but it remains vague.124 In the

present research, I will try to give a satisfactory answer to the question of what

conscience is founded on in Meinecke’s philosophy of history.

Krämmerer admits that there is a gap in his research with regard to a

discussion of Neoplatonism.125 It is in fact regrettable, since a discussion of this

philosophy is pre-eminently important to come to a balanced interpretation of

Meinecke’s philosophy of history. Moreover, Kämmerer states that he will only

discuss Meinecke’s analysis of thinkers like Herder, Goethe and Ranke, but he

119 Kämmerer, Friedrich Meinecke und das Problem des Historismus, 24.

120 Ibidem, 194-195.

121 Ibidem, 237-239.

122 Ibidem, 285.

123 Ibidem, 275.

124 Ibidem, 279.

125 Ibidem, 315.
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does not discuss whether Meinecke’s interpretations are accurate or not.126 In

the same vein as Stefan Meineke, Kämmerer is more interested in Meinecke’s

interpretations, and even more so in his intentions and motives.127 So, my

comment on Stefan Meineke also applies to Kämmerer, for the question is: are

thinkers or historians, in this case Meinecke, the best interpreters of their own

work? Instead, a research on Meinecke also requires a thorough analysis of the

thinkers he discusses, or one should at least understand what these thinkers

were interested in. Then questions like why and how Meinecke selects their ideas

become important. That way, it will become clear that Meinecke constructed a

tradition of historicist thinkers. My research situates Meinecke in the tradition of

thinkers he discusses, and thereby not only gives evidence of how this tradition

was still viable during his age, but also howMeinecke positions himself within this

tradition, while simultaneously constructing this tradition. The result of omitting

a discussion of the philosophical tradition Meinecke was part of, leads in the end

to Kämmerer claiming that Meinecke became more and more uncertain and in

doubt during his life – that is almost Hofer’s argument of monism turning into

dualism and even pessimism.128 Instead, I claim Meinecke was never really in

doubt, since his philosophy gave him the certainty to withstand crises.

Speaking of a feeling of crisis, the second recent study on Meinecke is focussed

entirely on Meinecke’s experience of the many crises he witnessed.129 The main

argument of Ute von Lüpke’s study is on how historians describe, interpret and

evaluate crises they encounter during their lives.130 As a case study Meinecke

functions as the representative historian of the twentieth century. What is at stake

in Lüpke’s study is how Meinecke and his contemporaries perceived their present,

and what historiographical, theoretical, methodical and political consequences

they drew in ordering and coping with times they experienced as revolutionary.131

Lüpke claims her study is not a continuation of Stefan Meineke’s research.132

Thus for Lüpke, it is not a (political) biography but an intellectual biography.133

126 Ibidem, 104-105.

127 Ibidem, 16, 24. Since Gadamer and postmodern hermeneutics it is almost a provocative

enterprise to claim, as Kämmerer does, to search for the author’s intentions and motives.

128 Kämmerer, Friedrich Meinecke, 133.

129 Ute von Lüpke, Zäsuren – Katastrophen – Neuanfänge. Friedrich Meinecke und die Umbrüche

der deutschen Geschichte im 20. Jahrhundert (Hamburg 2015). In the author’s preface it is

mentioned that this book was originally a thesis defended in 2013/2014. This published

version is slightly revised, but the Forschungsstand corresponds with the year 2013.

130 Lüpke, Zäsuren – Katastrophen – Neuanfänge, 18-24.

131 Ibidem, 18.

132 Ibidem, 29.

133 Ibidem, 13.
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Essentially, Lüpke’s research can be characterized as an historicist account of

Meinecke’s reaction to the many crises he witnessed.

Similar to Kämmerer, Lüpke discusses Meinecke and his context, and thus she

also leaves out the tradition of thinkers Meinecke discusses, and thereby omits how

this tradition was still viable during his age, and how it helped Meinecke position

himself in several crises. Such an inquiry – researching the tradition Meinecke

constructed and in which he positioned himself – would have lead to Meinecke’s

fundamental mode of thought and would lead to an explanation for Meinecke’s

notion of conscience for example. Lüpke refers to Meinecke’s notion of conscience,

but remains on the same level as Kämmerer and Jensen, that is: no explanation

is given for the foundation of Meinecke’s conscience, only vague references to

‘religion’.134 Which is regrettable, for it is pre-eminently his philosophy of history

on which Meinecke’s notion of conscience is based and which gave him the tools

to withstand the many crisis or at least cope with sudden ruptures during his

intellectual life. It is, therefore, no surprise that Lüpke, like Jensen, considers

Meinecke to be a self-confident historian who simultaneously had doubts when

confronted with (intellectual) crises, but he in the end was – as Schulin stated

earlier – Umlernbereit, willing to change.135 Hence, Lüpke fails to explain why

Meinecke hovers between these positions; this dovetails with her research for it

is aimed at how historians experience crises, how they describe, interpret, and

evaluate them. It does not explain why Meinecke takes this stand in the first place.

An explanation for Meinecke’s seemingly ambivalent position should address his

– to him self-evident – philosophy of history, and should discuss his tradition

and how he relates to this tradition. This is all crucial for an account of Meinecke’s

notion of conscience, his whole Weltanschauung, and his reaction to and attitude

towards crises.

Before ending this detailed overview of Meinecke studies, some last remarks

on recent publications and articles which do not focus exclusively on Meinecke but

take his ideas as a reason to dismiss his conception of history or as a departure

134 Ibidem, 340-346.

135 Ibidem, 457, 483-484. Schulin, ‘Friedrich Meinecke’ 39. For an appreciative review of Lüpke’s

book: Hans-Christof Kraus, ‘Ute von Lüpke, Zäsuren – Katastrophen – Neuanfänge. Friedrich

Meinecke und die Umbrüche der deutschen Geschichte im 20. Jahrhundert (Review)’,

Historische Zeitschrift 306 (2018) 936-937. On the ambivalent attitude ofMeinecke with regard

to ‘Umlernen’: Hans-Christof Kraus, ‘Friedrich Meinecke als Korrespondent. Zu den neuen

Briefeditionen’, Historische Zeitschrift 298 (2014) 89-100, there 91. With regard to Meinecke’s

alleged ‘will to change’ in relation to the Second World War: Franka Maubach, ‘“Wie es

dazu kommen konnte“. 1933 als Fluchtpunkt deutsch-deutscher Ursachensuche im frühen

Kalten Krieg’ in: Franka Maubach and Christina Morina ed., Das 20. Jahrhundert erzählen.

Zeiterfahrung und Zeiterforschung im geteilten Deutschland (Göttingen 2016) 143-189, there 161-

162.
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to correct or add to them and use them for particular puposes, for example: to

legitimize one’s own research.The historianD. Timothy Goering in his introduction

to the volume Ideengeschichte heute more or less claims Meinecke is history and

at the same time considers him the founder of the study of the history of ideas,

which is the main subject of Goering’s volume.136 He only discusses Meinecke

very briefly and only his first major work, which is considered the foundation of

the politische Ideengeschichte. Such a discussion is of course not fair to Meinecke’s

whole development and misrepresents Meinecke – as Goering does – as an

historian who was solely interested in great thinkers and their ideas, independent

of the problems and issues of his own time.137 In other words, Goering fails

to discuss Meineckes Historik, historicism and Weltanschauung. All three could

have contributed not only to a better understanding of Meinecke’s notion of the

history of ideas, but also would have given a fair discussion of his philosophy

of history. Goering is of course interested in the tradition of Ideengeschichte and

how it developed after the Second World War and whether certain older views

are still valid. However, such a discussion does not justify a one-sided account

of Meinecke’s philosophy of history, which, by the way, was always grounded in

reality, that is, Meinecke starts every research from contemporary problems and

tries to find (in a dialogue with his past) a solution, and hopes to gain insight

into and maybe an answer to current problems. It is all the more astounding

that Goering discusses the relation between ideas and practice. Meinecke is not

mentioned, neither is Croce (history as thought and action), or Collingwood;

historians of action par excellence.138 Goering’s most unwarranted claim is at the

end of his introduction where he states that a revaluation of Meinecke’s work

is long overdue.139 Considering the above overview and recent publications on

Meinecke, this statement is clearly evidence of a lack of insight into the most up-

136 D. Timothy Goering, ‘Einleitung. Ideen- und Geistesgeschichte in Deutschland – eine

Standortbestimmung’ in: idem ed., Ideengeschichte heute. Traditionen und Perspektiven

(Bielefeld 2017) 7-53, there 7, 13.

137 Goering, ‘Einleitung’, 14, 49.

138 Rik Peters, History as Thought and Action. The Philosophies of Croce, Gentile, de Ruggiero, and

Collingwood (Exeter and La Vergne 2013).

139 Goering, ‘Einleitung’, 49. Recently Borowksi made an attempt. Apart from the many

inaccurate references in her chapter, her argument as a whole – Meinecke unintentionally

contributed to the defeat of German historicism – is a step back to the views of Iggers, Pois, G.

Strauss, Oexle andWittkau. Further, she fails to address the foundations ofMeinecke’s notion

of conscience (which she equates with consciousness). And when she discusses Meinecke’s

and Goethe’s idealism, she fails to acknowledge that Goethe in fact was also an empiricist

– one of the reasons Meinecke made use of his ideas – which draws her to the conclusion

that Meinecke and Goethe are only interested in the ‘mystical’. Audrey Borowski, ‘Friedrich

Meinecke’s Historism or the Defeat of German Historicism’ in Herman Paul and Adriaan van

Veldhuizen eds., Historicism: A Travelling Concept (London 2020) 165–185. Cf. Chapters 4, 5, 6.
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to-date Meinecke studies. Nonetheless, I will take this request to heart and hope

my study will constribute to the lacuna in the revaluation of Meinecke’s work.

Finally, a word on a study that is also not directly on Meinecke, but on

historicism; however, the immediate motivation for this study was Meinecke’s

conception of historicism. And moreover, it is a study aimed at introducing an

Anglophone audience to German historicism, and is therefore important to discuss

with regard to its interpretation on Meinecke. First, the American philosopher

Frederick Beiser’s The German Historicist Tradition is a welcome and much-needed

follow-up on Iggers’ study on the German conception of history, but it falls short

of a thorough discussion of Meinecke. Beiser takes Meinecke’s Die Entstehung des

Historismus as a starting point (a ‘model’ and ‘precedent’, as Beiser states) for his

own research, which he considers to be an addition and correction to Meinecke’s

book on historicism.140

In his preface he states three points on which he dismisses Meinecke’s work on

historicism. First, Meinecke supposedly ignores crucial figures in his discussion

of historicism. Second, Beiser considers his interpretations anachronistic. And

third, his conceptual scheme is misleading and simplistic.141 This is quite severe

criticism, all the more since Beiser does not give an in-depth analysis of Meinecke’s

historicism, nor does he examine any of Meinecke’s other works. With regard to

Beiser’s claim ofMeinecke’s alleged anachronism and his simplistic andmisleading

conceptual scheme, I will come back to those issues in the next chapters. Beiser’s

first point of criticism can be dealt with here.

Beiser reproachesMeinecke for ignoring certain thinkers, that is, thinkers who,

according to Beiser, belong within the tradition of historicism. Meinecke’s study

is, however, not ‘the’ history of the rise of historicism, but an account of Meinecke’s

own view of historicism. The same applies to Beiser’s study, in which he mainly

considers historicism from the perspective of a scientific tradition. His definition

of historicism – as the Dutch philosopher of history and historian Herman Paul

clearly states in his review – is quite narrow: Beiser’s historicism is a nineteenth-

century German philosophical tradition, which is aimed at justifying the scientific

position of the practice of history.142 So, it is about an epistemology of the historical

sciences, not a world view as Meinecke thought it to be.143 All thinkers that do not

fit Beiser’s definition of historicism are cast aside, which ultimately results in a

Whig history of historicism.144

140 Frederick C. Beiser, The German Historicist Tradition (Oxford 2011) vii.

141 Beiser, The German Historicist Tradition, viii, also: 28-29, 101.

142 Herman Paul, ‘Historisme op een procrustusbed’, Tijdschrift voor Geschiedenis 126.1 (2013) 134-

136.

143 Paul, ‘Historisme op een procrustusbed’, 135; Beiser, The German Historicist Tradition, 8.

144 Paul, ‘Historisme op een procrustusbed’, 135.
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Moreover, it is striking that Beiser, who has written several penetrating studies

on German Idealism and Romanticism, did not use that knowledge to analyse

Meinecke’s historicism, in which these traditions are well-attested. In short, Beiser

fails to elaborate on Meinecke’s study on historicism, or give a fair account of

it against the background of the philosophical traditions, and he overlooks the

complexity of Meinecke’s work in favour of his own conception of historicism,

which is in the end a scientistic view of historicism.145

This overview of Meinecke’s effective history (Wirkungsgeschichte) shows

a wave-like movement in which admiration, disparagement, differentiation

and revaluation of Meinecke’s oeuvre took turns in quick succession. In close

connection to this, Meinecke’s work and its development are characterized

variously as monistic, dualistic, harmonious, politically conservative, ideological,

ethically relativistic, and estranged from reality and therefore bogged down in

(one-sided) philosophical abstractions. As far as praise and reproach are focussed

on aspects of his work, the different characterizations of Meinecke’s studies are

related to the argument on the (dis)continuity of (the development of) his work.

In sum, it is the shift in the Meinecke studies and also the character of Meinecke’s

oeuvre, which are the causes of the quick succession of contrasting and more

subtle and nuanced views. To address the (dis)continuities in Meinecke’s oeuvre,

I therefore suggest the consideration of a panentheistic view of history, that is,

Meinecke’s panentheistic philosophy of history. It is this philosophy or worldview

that gave him the tools to withstand the many political and intellectual crises of his

age. Moreover, it is this philosophy which is key to understanding his philosophy

of history and life.

Methodological principles

This research is in line with the recent historicizing approaches, albeit without

an (explicit) rehabilitation of Meinecke. This book is not a biography of Meinecke,

but an intellectual history. Being a specific form of cultural history, intellectual

history concentrates roughly on the coherence and/or development of ideas, views

and theories of past (groups of) individuals. In general, it is about understanding

145 Idem. Next to Beiser, Jeremy Popkin mentions Meinecke in a few pages in From Herodotus to

H-Net. The Story of Historiography (New York and Oxford 2016) 69, 76, 105. His brief account

on Meinecke tells the general story, which also includes the idea that Meinecke changed his

position with regard to historicism due to the Nazi era; I will come back to these issues in the

last chapter. Moreover, Popkin claims Ranke is the central figure inMeinecke’sDie Entstehung

des Historismus, whereas Goethe is in fact the key thinker in this magnum opus.
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political, scientific and philosophical ideas, that came into being in interactionwith

the historical context (Umwelt) and the individuals that came up with these ideas.146

This is a book on Meinecke’s intellectual development (Werdegang). The

emphasis is on his ideas and not so much on his life and the socio-cultural

context.147 These personal and socio-cultural perspectives will of course pass in

review – after all Meinecke was not isolated from his own time – but the emphasis

will be on (the development of) his views. Furthermore, the dialogue with his

contemporaries will also play a minor part in this research. For the characteristics

of Meinecke’s ideas in comparison to his contemporaries are of little importance

compared to the significance of Meinecke’s panentheism and the role it plays

in his oeuvre. This, therefore, is not a comparative research. Judging by his

intensive correspondence with colleagues, Meinecke was in close contact with his

contemporaries; however, he was primarily in discussion with the tradition in

which he positioned himself. In other words, in his oeuvre he tried to interpret

the current political and cultural-intellectual events by analyzing the history of

those events.148 In history he thus searched for answers and meaning: Meinecke

tried to understand Germany’s past and present, and his own position in history

and historiography. The best way to uncover his attempts at understanding – for

this will lead to Meinecke’s fundamental principle of history – is a chronological

discussion of his trilogy Weltbürgertum und Nationalstaat, Die Idee der Staatsräson

and Die Entstehung des Historismus. It is important to situate this trilogy – as well

as his theoretical articles and short studies after the Second World War – in

the complex tradition in which he positioned himself. It is a tradition in which

Platonism, Aristotle’s philosophy, Neoplatonism, Leibniz, Spinozism, Pietism,

‘Goetheanism’, Romanticism and German Idealism merge into one. Meinecke was

deeply rooted in, and trained by, these traditions, which enabled him to respond to

present events.That is why I emphasize Meinecke’s nineteenth-century intellectual

146 Frank Ankersmit, Meaning, Truth, and Reference in Historical Representation (Ithaca 2012) 130.

There is an interaction between the social-cultural contexts and the (personal) ideas. For

example, a study, in this case Meinecke’s study, is an expression of ideas of an individual

(Meinecke), but can also be the reflection of the political, cultural-intellectual climate.

Donald Kelly has aptly formulated this overlap: ‘cultural history is the outside of intellectual

history, and intellectual history is the inside of cultural history’. Donald R. Kelly, ‘Intellectual

History and Cultural History: the Inside and the Outside’, History of the Human Sciences 15

(2002) 1-19, there 12.

147 There are enough (extensive) biographical sketches on Meinecke’s life available. Stefan

Meineke’s biography gives a good, albeit mainly politically oriented, description of

Meinecke’s life up to and including 1918. A complete biography of Meinecke’s undeniably

interesting and long life would be very welcome.

148 Kossmann, ‘Friedrich Meinecke’, 210.
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roots.149 With regard to Meinecke’s thought, this is also the first time the meaning

of that century, and in particular the importance of Goethe, is analyzed in detail.150

At first glance, the complex tradition in which Meinecke positioned himself,

and the Wirkungsgeschichte of his oeuvre, does not point to an unambiguous

harmonious philosophy of history. The famous American philosopher and

intellectual historian Arthur O. Lovejoy (1873-1962) would applaud an exposition

of an author’s views emphasizing the ‘inner tensions – fluctuations or hesitancies

between opposing ideas or moods’, for he claims that more often than not we

are inclined to ‘over-unify’ the views of an author so as to present his thinking

‘all-of-a-piece’.151 I agree with Lovejoy, but I am also inclined to add to this view

what the American philosopher and art critic Arthur C. Danto (1924-2013) claimed

with regard to the systematic nature of philosophy: ‘The problems of philosophy

are so interconnected that the philosopher cannot solve, or start to solve, one

of them without implicitly committing himself to solutions for all the rest. (…)

philosophy as such is architectonic, and imposes an external regimen upon its

least systematic practitioners, so philosophers are systematic through the nature

of their enterprise’.152 A second argument Danto suggests is the rather common

idea that historians reconstruct afterwards the life or development of the thinkers

in question – that is, historians, for example, look back on earlier writings with the

later ones in mind and thereby are able to see a unity in the thought of the thinkers

in question.153 Both these views apply to Meinecke, being an historian as well as

a philosopher of history. I therefore claim a unity and continuity can be distilled

from the development of his philosophy of history, and it is this philosophy that I

will characterize as the leading principle of his oeuvre.

As stated before, in this research I will focus on Meinecke’s (contrasting)

notions, ideas, views, theories, as well as the political and intellectual events,

which form the context of this discussion. The main question concerns how these

149 In his memoirs Meinecke describes how both his grandparents were born and raised around

1770: the time of Frederick theGreat. Due to several Spätgeburten (late births) the generations

of his family are stretched-out over decades, more than is usually the case. For example,

Meinecke’s father witnessed the Wars of Liberation as a child in 1813. Meinecke thought

himself to be rooted in the early nineteenth century: ‘Und ich gebemich gern demGedanken

hin, daß ich blutmäßig eigentlich im frühen undnicht im späten 19. Jahrhundertwurzele (…)’.

Meinecke, ‘Erlebtes’, 6.

150 Nicolas Bergpoints at Goethe’s role in Meinecke’s Die deutsche Katastrophe, but leaves the

rest of Meinecke’s oeuvre undiscussed. Given the subject of his study that is of course

understandable: Nicolas Berg, Der Holocaust und die westdeutschen Historiker. Erforschung und

Erinnerung (Göttingen 2003) 69-76. I will elaborate on Berg’s argument in Chapter 6.

151 Arthur O. Lovejoy, Essays in the History of Ideas (Baltimore 1948) xiv-xv.

152 Arthur C. Danto, Nietzsche as Philosopher (New York and London 1965) 24.

153 Danto, Nietzsche as Philosopher, 25.
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different contradicting notions relate to each other in his major theoretical studies.

This means I will not discuss Meinecke’s political-historical studies. For example,

a detailed discussion of Meinecke’s biographies on Boyen and Radowitz will be

left out, for instead of a philosophical or theoretical analysis, these studies are

primarily concerned with the development of the individuals in question and

their historical context.154 Das Zeitalter der deutschen Erhebung (1906) is also left

undiscussed, since it is a preparatory study; the same subject is discussed in detail

in Meinecke’s first major systematic studyWeltbürgertum und Nationalstaat. And, to

conclude, Meinecke’s Geschichte des deutsch-englischen Bündnisproblems 1890-1901 will

also be left out, for the underlying theory of this concrete political history on the

practical problems of Realpolitik is analysed in Die Idee der Staatsräson. In sum, the

emphasis is on Meinecke’s theoretical and philosophical views.

Structure of the book

To analyze Meinecke’s development I will chronologically discuss his studies. In

the first chapter I will discuss Meinecke’s first major study Weltbürgertum und

Nationalstaat, in which he claims Germany’s unification of 1871 caused, or was

caused by, a synthesis of power (Macht) and culture (Kultur). But was this synthesis

actually realised? And what was the underlying thought with regard to Meinecke’s

desire for this synthesis? In chapters two and three I will discuss Die Idee der

Staatsräson – the study known for the alleged rupture in Meinecke’s thought. As

mentioned, Walther Hofer was the first to postulate this theory of a rupture. With

regard to Meinecke’s reconciliatory view I will correct this misrepresentation. An

analysis of several thinkers put forward by Meinecke will be the core of chapter

two and serves as a guide to Meinecke’s Interbellum thought. In addition, in

chapter three, I will clarify the ultimate consequences of Meinecke’s argument in

Die Idee der Staatsräson by means of his conception of conscience, which is related

to his panentheistic philosophy of history. In chapters four and five the focus

will be on the last major study: Die Entstehung des Historismus. I will first explain

Meinecke’s construction or even creation of the tradition of historicism (chapter

four). Then, in chapter five, I will give a detailed account of Goethe’s importance

to Meinecke’s historicism. Chapter six discusses the synthesis of Meinecke’s

philosophy of history.Themes which will be analyzed are: Meinecke’s struggle with

the destruction caused by the Second World War, his last works, the publication of

his memoirs, and above all, the final synthesis of different contradicting views by

means of his panentheistic philosophy of history. In the conclusion I will evaluate

154 Friedrich Meinecke, Das Leben des Generalfeldmarschalls Hermann von Boyen (Stuttgart I 1896, II

1899); Friedrich Meinecke, Radowitz und die deutsche Revolution (Berlin 1913).
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Meinecke’s panentheistic philosophy, discuss the importance of his thought with

regard to the tradition of historicism, elaborate on what is left of all this, and what

we can still learn from his example.




