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JOHANN GUSTAV DROYSEN, Historik: Texte im Umkreis der Historik
(1826–1882), ed. Peter Leyh and Horst Walter Blanke, vol. 2 in 2 parts
(Stuttgart: frommann-holzboog Verlag, 2007), xxiii + 712 pp. ISBN
978 3 7728 1123 4. €334.00

Johan Gustav Droysen’s course of lectures on the methodology of
historical studies, commonly known in Germany as his Historik, was
certainly a landmark in the development of history as an academic
discipline. Dry as some parts of this text might seem to modern stu-
dents, at the time this was one of Droysen’s most successful and pop-
ular courses. He gave it no fewer than seventeen times, first in 1857
at Jena University, his second academic position after Kiel, and then
at Berlin where he held a chair of history from 1859 to his death in
1884.

Unlike many of his other lectures, Droysen never published a
complete version of his introduction to the methodology of academ-
ic historical research and historiography. In 1858 he published a
shortened version of this lecture course under the title Grundriß der
Historik (outline of historical methodology), which appeared in sev-
eral slightly expanded editions over the next few decades. However,
it was not until 1937 that his grandson, Rudolf Hübner, attempted to
edit the full text of this lecture course. This edition has always been
criticized as not very satisfactory, and it was Peter Leyh who in 1977
published the 1857 version of the lecture course as the first volume of
this critical edition of Droysen’s Historik. The third volume will pro-
vide the critical edition of its final version. Horst Walter Blanke has
announced the imminent appearance of this most welcome publica-
tion.

The two volumes which are the subject of this review present us
with texts drawn partly from manuscript sources, and partly from
some of Droysen’s contemporary publications. They shed fresh light
on Droysen’s development as an academic historian and teacher, and
help to contextualize the development of his methodological
approach and his philosophical and political background. On the
basis of Peter Leyh’s work, Blanke, a leading expert on eighteenth-
and nineteenth-century historiography and the academic teaching of
history in Germany, has provided an exemplary edition of fifty texts
from the whole of Droysen’s academic life, from his enrolment as a
student of philology and philosophy at Berlin in 1826 to his final
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years as an academic teacher there in the early 1880s. Blanke’s com-
mentaries on these texts are exhaustive and, in themselves, often a
mine of information and contextualization.

What do these texts show? Blanke does not restrict himself to
purely methodological works, but opens up a wider spectrum. He
has chosen primarily programmatic introductions to lecture courses
in which Droysen states his understanding of the nature and purpose
of academic historiography. However, there are also letters to his sis-
ter, book reviews, and other documents. Droysen’s achievements
have been disputed since Wilfried Nippel’s critical biography was
published to commemorate the 200th anniversary of Droysen’s birth
in 2008.1 Nippel portrayed Droysen primarily as a fairly opportunis-
tic academic and a right-wing liberal advocate of the German nation-
state dominated by Prussia which, at least from 1867, he put above
the quest for liberty. Nippel’s portrayal of Droysen has been criti-
cized as too one-sided. The texts published by Blanke paint a some-
what different picture, although this is, of course, also the result of
the restricted and very particular interest of Blanke’s selection of
sources.

A remarkably condensed example of many of Droysen’s main
topics and targets can be found in the introduction to his first lecture
course on ancient history, which he gave in 1838, then still a Privat -
dozent at Berlin University. The first paragraph deals with the classic
question: ‘what is history?’ Droysen makes it clear in his second sen-
tence that an exclusively positivistic approach looking solely for past
facts is ‘boring, endless and will not produce any results’. For him,
history is the ‘memory of mankind about itself and its own develop-
ment’, and ‘only the important and significant facts which are deci-
sive for future developments (epochemachend) are worth being
retained by [collective] memory’ (pp. 96–7). History is the interpreta-
tion, not the presentation, of facts, and historiography has to look for
the big changes and their underlying principles.

In his quest for the big structural changes in societies Droysen
stands very much in a Hegelian tradition. ‘The content of history’, he
says in the same lecture, ‘is the struggle of the intellect (Geist) for a
conscious understanding of its innate freedom, which is the exercise
and realization of freedom itself’ (p. 99). This exercise and realization
1 Wilfried Nippel, Johann Gustav Droysen: Ein Leben zwischen Wissenschaft und
Politik (2008).
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of freedom presupposes societies and/or states whose internal affairs
are regulated by law. It is only in the early priestly states that, accord-
ing to Droysen, we find ‘the beginning of freedom and of history’,
and its highest realization is found in the infinite freedom purveyed
by Christianity where Christ has overcome the law (p. 100). In con-
trast to Europe, Droysen maintains, China and India never went
beyond the first stages of development. 

Early courses like these on ancient history already emphasize two
of the topics which run through Droysen’s work: freedom and the
nation-state. Although Droysen frequently questioned the uncritical
admiration of classical antiquity in German scholarship and school
teaching, his concept of development remained Eurocentric, and in
true Hegelian fashion, he saw the Christian, European nation-state as
the fulfilment of history. Freedom, he believed, could only be real-
ized within the framework of a society regulated by laws. It is inter-
esting to read in the introduction to his 1842 lectures on the anti-
Napoleonic wars, the Freiheitskriege, how Droysen struggled with the
Burkean problem of rational versus traditional law. On the one hand
he criticizes the French Revolution for having destroyed accustomed
law traditions; on the other, he defends the right of the present not to
return to the old system of privileges.

The only really historical right, the only viable result of histor-
ical formative power, is the present. The present is the great
result of criticism which history has permanently exercised; it
would be ahistorical and arbitrary not to acknowledge this
criticism. However drastically rational law dealt with the laws
and privileges, it would be no less drastic if these privileges of
old times tried to push their way back into the present on the
basis of historical right which we know to have been wrong
(pp. 289–90).

Thus Droysen, like so many other German liberals, tended to be
ambivalent about the possibilities of and justifications for constitu-
tional change, and some of the ambiguities of his own political stand-
points before and after the 1848 revolution.

These political ambiguities, which can be found in a number of
the published texts, do not, however, devalue Droysen’s importance
for the development of methodology and the teaching of history at
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German universities. It is precisely because interpretation is the main
duty of the historian that he (Droysen opens all his lectures with
‘Meine Herren’) has to be careful about the quality and reliability of
his sources. The systematic thinking about and classification of his-
torical sources runs through all of Droysen’s lectures, and in the first
lecture on ancient history mentioned above, we can already see the
systematic structure of the Historik appearing. In his lecture course on
German cultural history (‘Deutsche Culturgeschichte’) of 1841 we
also recognize how much Droysen has widened the scope of histori-
cal research and relevant sources, including not only literature, art,
and science, but also sources on economic and social history, and
under the heading Sittlichkeit, the history of mentalities and everyday
life (p. 279). 

One of the main achievements of Droysen’s theoretical reflections
on historiography was his anti-Rankean notion that all historiogra-
phy was necessarily bound by a certain perspective on the part of the
researcher, deriving from the changing cultural contexts of remem-
bering the past. Whether Droysen used this insight, for example, to
distort facts to make them fit his picture of the Prussian-German
nation-state (as Nippel suggests in his biography) can be debated. It
is clear, however, that Droysen was at the beginning of methodolog-
ical and epistemological reflections on historiography rather than at
their end. These beginnings, however, should not be belittled.
Reading the texts edited by Blanke, one is surprised by how many of
the questions raised by Droysen, directly or indirectly, are still the
topic of contemporary theoretical and methodological debate. We
can only thank Horst Walter Blanke for this careful selection and crit-
ical edition of texts documenting the formation of Droysen’s Historik,
and look forward to the final volume of this enterprise.
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