
Erős Vilmos

Spiritual history/Geistesgeschichte-cultural 
history-intellectual history-postmodern.

The notion of spiritual history is without doubt one of the most discussed 
concepts of intellectual history in the 20th century. Within this framework, of 
course, there is no possibility to analyze the term entirely, but I would like to give 
a glimpse in what follows of what I consider to be its most relevant tenets.1

1 About spiritual history/Geistesgeschichte cf. Kon, Die Geschicbtsphilosopbie des 2O.]ahrhunderts. 
Srbik, Geist und Geschichte vom deutschen Humanismus bis ynr Gegenwart. I—II; The Philosophy of History 
in our Time; Theories of history; Oexle, Geschichtswissenschaft im Zeichen des Historismus; Iggers, The 
German Conception of History; Rüsen, Konfigurationen des Historismus, The Modem Historiography 
Reader; Antoni, From History to Sociology.

2 The above enumeration as forerunners of spiritual history/Geistesgeschichte seems to be quite 
contingent. This depends on theoretically (i. e. the selection as fore-runners ) what kind of 
notion has been conceived about the movement. Those e. g. who regard political 
history/theory/philosophy (treated here in the followings) irrelevant from this point of view, 
will not include Ranke and his concepts about the “Primat der Außenpolitik”/primacy of 
foreign affairs and the questions of state/power into the idea of spiritual history.

3 Cf. recently Key Concepts of Romanian History.

It should be noted, however, that several ideas of this movement turned up 
even earlier; interpreters mention in this respect as forerunners the ideas of 
Herder, Voltaire, and Vico, as well as Humboldt, Hegel, Ranke, Nietzsche, and 
Jacob Burckhardt from the 19th century.1 2

Spiritual his tony Geistesgeschicbte, after all the above became dominant as an 
intellectual (partly political) stream at the turn of the 20th century and between 
the two World Wars, mainly in Eastern, Eastern-Central Europe (but not only 
there).3

Among the epistemological tenets of spiritual history, Geistesgeschichte, we can 
point out that it saw an essential difference between natural and social (called 
spiritual, cultural) sciences. There are naturally enormous differences between 
the concepts of Dilthey, the Neo-Kantians (Rickert, Windelband, Simmel, 
Cassirer1), and die sociologist Max Weber, but basically all of them agreed that in 
opposition to natural sciences, which operate by laws, causal explanations 
(Erklaerungf, and by external relations of their objects, humanities regard as much 
more important the ideas, thoughts, motifs, and significance behind their objects 
(human actions), and therefore understanding (the exploring of the goals, 
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Versteheri) is the most relevant for them.4 As mentioned earlier, there was a huge 
difference between Dilthey’s idea of experience (Erlebniss),5 differentiating 
between idiographic and nomothetic sciences in the vein of Rickert and 
Windelband (and the so-called value relating method at its foundation), and 
between Max Weber's concept of ideal-types (which can be regarded as the most 
rational and closest to sociological methods). While all of them share the 
rejection of the application the method of natural sciences, which focus on the 
lawful, the repetitive, and the mass-like, and they regard as more important the 
inquiry about the significance, sense (Sinn), ends, and motifs of human actions.

4 Cf. Collingwood, The Idea of History. 282-302.
5 Cf. Orth, Dilthey und die Phi/ososphie der Gegenwart.
6 Cf. “Franklin R. Ankersmit” 67-99.
7 Cf. Joel, Wandlungen der Weltanschauung.
8 Cf. e. g. Raulff, Von der Privatbibliothek des Gelehrten rjtm Forschungsinstitut.
9 Cf. Toeltsch, Die Bedeutung des Protestantismusfiir die Entstehung der modernen Welt.

10 Against this conception cf. Schama, The Embarrassment of Biches.

We can regard the thesis about world views, Weltanscbammgslehre, to be 
another important (rather ontological) tenet of spiritual history', Geistesgescbicbte 
(cf. Ranke about the leading ideas of centuries, “Jede Epoche ist unmittelbar zu 
Gott.”). According to this concept, every historical epoch has a leading idea 
(Sinn^ttsammenbang, see Ankersmit6), as e. g. Gothic, Renaissance, Baroque, 
Enlightenment, Romantic (cf. Eicken, Karl Joel7), which presents itself in 
different spheres of historical life, such as religion, economy, culture, technology, 
policy, form of government, etc. This concept played a definitive role in the 
creation of a synthetic approach in the historical works, which no more 
concentrated on outstanding personalities and events, on political history-, it 
opened up a way towards a total approach to history. In this respect, art 
historians exerted a big impact; in Hungarian relation maink the Austrian and 
German art-history^ schools come into consideration, such as M. Dvorak, Alois 
Riegl, Aby Wartburg, E. Panofsky.8

To the concept of the world views, we can relate the idea of Max Weber, E. 
Troeltsch, Werner Sombart9 about the relationship between capitalism and 
puritan-Calvinist-protestant work ethic and religion (faith). According to this 
well-known and later heavily challenged thesis, the background of capitalism was 
forged by the Calvinist vocational work ethic, that (in opposition to Catholicism, 
but even to Luther) sees the only possibility^ of overcoming predestination in a 
certain asceticism, self-denial, devotion to a vocation, to steady work and action 
(which can be signs of grace and “chosenness”).10

Spiritual history- has a common feature (not shared by everyone) in terms of 
political philosophy as well. One of the outstanding representatives in this 
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respect is Friedrich Meinecke11 (whose followers include the Italian F. Chabod, 
or E. Cantimori), who in many ways revived the idea of Ranke about the “Primat 
der Außenpolitik” (primacy of foreign poEcy). According to this theory, the 
international sphere is determined primarily by the struggle for power, for 
prevaihng of state reason and interest {Staatraesorl), and the big subject of 
Meinecke is: the opposition between power and ethics, krathos and ethos, between 
Potsdam and Weimar.11 12 According to this conception, the main contradiction of 
the modern age (19th centum) is the increasing opposition between power and 
ethics, which is not an exclusively German, but a general European 
phenomenon. In the interpretation of Meinecke, power in itself is not bad 
(strongly repudiating here Jacob Burckhardt), and (here the examples are 
Friedrich the Great, Bismarck, but even Hegel) in the final analysis, it is possible 
to exercise it in serving general ethical values and humanism (it hinges on the 
state-man).

11 About Meinecke recently cf. Paddock, ‘Rethinking Friedrich Meinecke's historicism.’
12 Cf. Meinecke, Weltbürgertum und Nationalstaat.', Meinecke, Die Idee der Staatsräson in der neueren 

Geschichte.
13 About Huizinga cf. e. g. Strupp, ‘Der lange Schatten Huizingas’.
14 Cf. Spengler, Der Untergang des Aben/andes.

The author of these Unes assumes as a common feature of spiritual history, 
Geistesgescbicbte, the concept of the so called “cultural circles.” and a close relation 
with it, the critique of modern culture, and an interpretation of the cultural 
decEne of the modern ages. These views are epitomized mainly in the works of 
A. Toynbee, O. Spengler, J. Ortega y Gasset, and others (L. Ziegler, J. 
Huizinga13). But many thinkers from the camp of the so caEed “Christian 
personaEsm” can also be evoked in this respect, such as N. Berdiajeff, J. 
Maritain, K. Jaspers, G. Marcel, or Denis de Rougemont.

In this respect the biggest impact was exerted by the book of O. Spengler, 
entided Der Untergang des Abendlandes (Decline of the lEkr/14) (the forerunners of 
which are Polybios, MachiavelE, Vico, Nietzsche, Burckhardt), which provides a 
universal, world-historical overview. In this work, history flows not in a Enear, 
theological direction, but in so-caEed isolated, bEnd, monadic “cultural circles,” 
without any connection to each other. Every organic circle, unity runs a specific 
trajectory that resembles an organism, having its childhood, adolescent and 
young age, its flourishing adult and peak period (in which most outstanding 
accompEshments are created), foUowed by an “inner desertification,” by a 
withering old age, decEne, and fall. The key notion here is the contradiction 
between culture and civiEzation. in which the main content of the process is a 
gradual rationalization, the coming into fore of the one-sided mechanical, 
technical-practical, utihtarian thinking and mentaEty. In this process (not 
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progress), this rationality is the final preparation for the crisis, decline, and 
destruction, with its epic-critical, superfluous optimism, with its faith in progress, 
ignorance of the tragic aspect of human being. We do not have enough space 
here for a deeper treatment of the differences between the different thinkers, 
enough is to say that (based on the opposition between challenge and response) 
the views of A. Toynbee sound more optimistic than that of Spengler.15 
According to him, the fall of European civilization is not inevitable, as far as 
during the 20th century its traditional values can be saved by creating a world 
civilization. Similarly the concept of Ortega also has a more positive message 
than Spengler's work; Ortega sees the only chance for Europe in the opposition 
to the totalitarian systems based on mass-culture and mass-man — in the 
European Union, which can be accomplished by a new “intellectual,” historically 
trained nobility (elite), and which is the only chance to restrain the fatal clash 
between the brutal, ethnic, fundamentalist nationalisms of his age.16

13 Cf. about Toynbee still Huntington, A civilizációk összecsapása és a világrend átalakulása. 
!<s About Ortega cf. Graham, Theory of History in Ortega y Gasset.
17 Cf. Rougemont, Vingt-huit siècles d’Europe.
18 Cf. Mounier, Le Personnalisme.
19 Cf. Maritain, Humanisme integral

The so-called “Christian personalism” (in its e version sensitive for history) is 
also based on crisis philosophy and on the critique of the modern age.17 
According to this, the most threatening dark side of the modem, capitalistic era 
is the so called “depersonification,” the coming to the fore of a new type of man, 
the “mass-man,” living purely for his self-indulging pleasures, regarding himself 
as a self-objective (individu).18

The basic notion of this movement is the person (personne), which epitomizes 
a certain harmony, mediation between the extreme poles that represent the 
“pagan” values, between the already mentioned individu and the communitarian 
totality. The most striking feature of the modem age is the dominant, even 
exclusively ruling position of these totalitarian entities (in the form of a party, 
class, nation, people, Volk), against which “Christian personalism” presents the 
Agape, the unconditional respect of the “other,” Christian human love.19 This has 
been epitomized, according to Maritain, in the ancient Christian ecclesiastical 
communities. Denis de Rougemont conceives from this principle a more or less 
original philosophy of history. Here ancient Greek pagan individualism is 
contradicted by the Roman (also pagan) state worship, and the syntheses of the 
two came about in the aforementioned old Christian communities, evoked by 
Maritain. European history after that (the pattern seems to be the corso- ricorso 
idea of Vico) runs the same trajectory (corső) again. The response to the well- 
known individualism of the Renaissance is the coming about of the new 
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collectivism« during the 18—19th centuries (race, class, people, etc.), which are the 
most significant precursors of the calamities of the 20th century, that threatened 
with the total dissolution of the European civilization. Against is — following 
Rougemont — the Europe of the regions and federalism constitute the alternative 
solution, which mediates between the two extreme poles, individual and 
community, and materializes the personalistic idea (in the form of the “Person”).

It should be added here, that the genre par excellence of spiritual history, 
Geistesgeschichte (which ran/stood in many respects against social history), was 
cultural history.20 (and later intellectual history). It had such outstanding 
representatives in the period in question, as E. Kantorowitz, J. Huizinga, E. 
Friedell, M. Rostovzeff, H. Butterfield, G. Ferrero (beside the historians and 
thinkers already mentioned).21

20 Cf. Geschichte ^wischen Kultur und Gesellschaft.
21 Cf. Lem, Johan Huiftnga. Later W. M. Johnston and C. Schorske continued the heritage of 

cultural history. Cf. e. g. Johnston, Österreichische Kultur- und Geistesgeschichte.
22 Cf. Iggers, The German Conception of History.
25 Appears verj’ often at the populists in Hungary.Cf. Borbándi, Der ungarische Populismus.
24 Cf. Történetelmélet. I—II. About it still Erős, Modern historiográfia.
25 Cf. Borbándi, Der ungarische Populismus.

Finally, we can pose the questions: How can we summarize all this? What is 
the personal opinion of the author about spiritual history/Geistesgeschichte, 
especially regarding cultural and intellectual history and postmodernism, as it is 
indicated in the title of this paper?

Firstly should be stated that — on the ground of the above — the statement 
that emerges in the Hungarian but in the general literature as well, according to 
which spiritual history can be equaled with/as political and event history 
/histoire evenementielle and being so essentially not passed the 19-th century 
historism/or professionalism22 — can be claimed as an “idol”. Secondly that 
statement can be also qualified as another “idol”, according to which the notion 
of spiritual history/Geistesgeschichte not can be defined and never has been 
done so.23

A textbook was published in Hungary about historical theory/philosophy of 
history a few years ago.24 As I have indicated in some of my former publications 
it contains many texts from the authors discussed in this paper, but without any 
clear organization and interpretation. By the application of the notion spiritual 
history the common features of these authors could have been pointed out 
easily, not to mention the problems relating to them.

Thirdly, it is clear that we can reject as a false interpretation the claim that 
spiritual history is a mere German phenomenon, the product of the German 
“Geist” which is akin to foggy and suspect irrationalism25. It is clear from the 
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examples I mentioned above, that we can find not only German but French, 
English, Italian, Spanish, and Russian authors as well among the representatives 
of spiritual history.26

26 Cf. Erős, In the Hire of „Geistesgeschichte”.
27 Cf. Erős, A% amerikai történetírás.
28 Cf. Erős, At? angol történetírás a huszadik szájadban.
29 Cf. Erős, A második világháború utáni német történetírás.
30 Cf. Erős, Modem historiográfia.
31 Cf. Shorske. Bécsi S^ásyidvég.
32 Cf. Erős, A második világháború utáni német történetírás", Erős, Modern historiográfia.
33 Cf. about them Breisach, Historiográfia-, TörténeteimmelI-II.
34 Cf. Winch, A társadalomtudomány eszméje és viszonya a filozófiához
35 Another question is the possibility of spiritual history/”Geistesgeschichte” in 

Eastern/East_Central Europe, more exactly if the notion can be applied in this territory, 
indicating an intellectual period. In my opininon the answer is yes, in many respects, cf. the 
Romanian case with E. Cioran, M. Eliade or Noica (and probably many others), but the 

It could be reinforced by the fact that we can consider the direct continuation 
of spiritual histon- the American school of intellectual history (from A. Lovejoy, 
through Hans Baron, H. Holborn, Kristeller and F. Gilbert till D. LaCapra and 
Sidney Hook),27 and the Cambridge school of the history of ideas (from 
Oakeshott and Collingwood through H. Butterfield till I. Berlin, Pocock or 
Judith Shklar),28 especially after the Second World War.

Not to mention the German Begriffsgeschichte (from Gadamer andjauss to 
R. Koselleck and J. Rüsen),29 the Italian school of intellectual history (from the 
partly already mentioned F. Chabod, D. Can timori, Omodeo till the great 
Ancient historians A. Momigliano, G. De Sanctis or F. Venturi).30

But we can regard as a direct or semi-direct continuation of spiritual 
history/Geistesgeschichte the New Cultural History in the vein of Schorske, 
Johnston or Peter Burke as well.31

All to this we should add the cultural history vs. social history debate in 
Germany in the 1990s.32 On the basis of the schools and authors mentioned 
above it is clear that spiritual history is not exclusively a German affair.

We can also mention the “assimilationists-autonomists’ debate in the Anglo- 
Saxon world from the 1950s onward. In this debate the representatives of the 
“autonomist” position, namely W. Walsh and L. Mink, formulated very similar 
ideas to the views of the representatives of spiritual history (drawing here in 
many respects on Collingwood) regarding their conceptions about “colligation” 
or “synoptic judgment”.33

Both of them (and e.g. P. Winch34) advocate the much despised 
“essentialism”, in defence of the whole, the “sense” (Der Sinn), respectively the 
exploring/the query of it, in opposition to Popper’s “falsificaton” theory-.35
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As I mentioned earlier, we can also argue that spiritual history can be 
interpreted in many respects as one of the most important predecessor of micro
history regarding postmodernism which came to the fore from the 1970s 
onwards, after the so-called linguistic turn.36 (This is the opinion of the already 
mentioned Dutch philosopher and theoretician of history, F. Ankersmit37).

Austrian case can be also evoked with the pardy already treated E. Friedell, Frobenius, the art
history school and perhaps with Srbik as well.

36 Cf. Erős, Töríénetfilo^ófiai iskolák a huszadik században. The literature given there respectively.
37 About Ankersmit latesdy cf. e.g. Munslow, A History of History. Cf. still Domanska, Encounters.
38 Cf. Strupp, Huiyinga.
39 About microhistory cf. still István Szíjártó’s study in this volume.
40 Many representatives of microhistoy, e.g. Carlo Ginzburg, have the represent an opposite 

position. Cf. Ginzburg, Nyomok, bizonyítékok, mikrotörténelem.
41 Cf. Theories of history.
42 Cf. Erős, A szellemtörténet.

Concerning micro-history it is true that both micro-history and spiritual 
history had a predilection for cultural history, what is in striking contrast to both 
traditional political (event) history and to structural social history.38

It is also true on the one hand that there are significant differences between 
the two kinds of above mentioned cultural histories as well. Spiritual his ton
focuses on high elite culture (Renaissance, Baroque, Enlightenment, 
Romantique, etc.), what is in close relationship with its political-philosophical- 
intellectual message.

On the other hand, micro-history- prefers history “from below” that is the study 
of everyday popular life and culture, which topics had been considered 
insignificant and “marginal” before. These topics, including the history of 
sexuality, time-experience, illnesses, death, feasts, etc. had not been canonized at 
all.39

The same can be said about the relationship of spiritual history’ and 
postmodern. I do not want to deal with the problem here whether postmodern is 
the equivalent of micro-history’, but in my opinion this is the case.40 There are 
many’ parallels between the tenets of spiritual history7 and that of postmodern, 
from which we can come to the conclusion that postmodern is not that new. (It 
is not accidental that Toynbee is generally considered as one of the first 
representatives/forerunners of postmodernism.41)

Spiritual history7, as well as postmodern emphasize the importance of 
inner/ethical/moral considerations in history7, the descriptive/narrative 
character, and the denial of the scientific (social) character of it. Both of them 
stress the literary character of history7 writing, and they7 also doubt the ideas of 
development/progress and modernity, not to mention the idea of historical and 
historiographical relativism.42
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It is also true on the other hand that there is a fundamental difference 
between spiritual his tori,' and postmodern. Due to this difference spiritual histon’ 
is much closer to intellectual history than to micro-history. Both of them deny 
the identification of history and natural science (i. e. structures, laws, 
quantification), and both of them advocate historical relativism, or a reflected 
aptitude at least. But the representatives of spiritual history do not share the 
extreme relativism of postmodern. Not to mention the “endism” and “postism” 
of postmodern, the complete denying of any continuity between the past and the 
present, and the adherence of it to the high grade of historical realism.43 (We can 
add the statement that there is a certain identity between subject and object in 
history, which is the epistemological precondition of being able to get to know 
the past.)

43 Cf. Munslow, A History of History.
44 Cf. about Ricoeur Erős, A francia történetírás a huszadik szájadban. And Kelemen, Az azonos, az 

önmaga és a más.
45 About them cf. Történetelmélet I—II. To Collingwood for me the best is Levine. Re-enacting the Past. 

Other work by Levine, in which he puts this approach into practice cf. Levine. Between the 
ancients and the modems.

46 Cf. The Philosophy of History in our Time.
47 Cf. Szíjártó, A mikrotörténelenr, Szíjártó, A történés^ mikroszkópja. From this follows that the author 

of present study hardly shares and has even severe doubts about the conception of István Szíjártó 
M, according to which one of the main tenets and aims of micro-history is setting up and 
attempting to answer “big questions” in history. As far as postmodern is a kind of philosophical 
and conceptual background of micro-history this is a contradiction in adiecto. According to 
postmodern (e.g. to that of the early Ankersmit) history doesn’t bother with “big questions” any 
more, even denies/refutes “big” or “master” narratives and it declares the radical “other”-ness, 
“alien”-ness of the past, the definite discontinuity of past and present. That’s why it disintegrates 
history’ into many small stories and several different narratives. Already Gábor Gyáni calls the 
attention to this paradox and contradiction in his (anyway in many respects incorrect) review

It is also not accidental that Ankersmit in the last few years or P. Ricoeur44 
keep on reclaiming a certain historical realism. On the basis of it we could be 
quite certain that Ortega, Croce, Troeltsch, Cohngwood, Oakeshott, and even 
Th. Heussi were not the direct predecessors of postmodern “relativism” in the 
vein of Foucault or Hayden White45).

All these statements are fostered by the phenomenon that although spiritual 
history’ nurtures heavy doubts towards the idea of Enear progress or 
development of history, it basicaUy beheves in the possibiEty or even in the 
necessity of grand narratives in history (cf. the cycEcal theories of Spengler and 
Toynbee46). In contrast to this approach micro-history’ focuses on the 
insignificant, fragmented, marginal, particular, not similar and singular which is 
the complete denial of grand narratives. In this sense, micro-history’ faUs into the 
category of postmodernism.47
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