Two topics have been central to historical theory since World War II
issue of historical truth and that of narrative or of historical representa
In the 1950s and the 1960s debate concentrated on the epistemolo
status of statements about the past and on the problem of historical e
nation. The “covering law model,” Collingwoodian hermeneutics, in
tional or teleological explanation, the logical connection argument,
constructivism as defined by Oakeshott, Meiland, and Goldstein
been the rich harvest of this stage in the history of historical theory. Bi
the 19705 many theorists felt that all these discussions failed to take int
count the fact that historical knowledge is expressed by texts rather tha
individual statements or explanations. So in order to compensate for
lacuna, historical theorists started to investigate the historical text.
Two comments are due here. In the first place, theorists intereste
the historical text were often called (and often called themselves) “n:
tivists.” Even though it is undeniably true that most of historical wr
has the character of being a narrative, this has caused a great deal of
necessary confusion. The term narrativism suggested that the historical
is, essentially, a narrative, or a story as we may find it in novels, legend
fairy tales. Many historians therefore distrusted narrativism from the s
They rightly pointed out that one cannot reduce the writing of histos
mere storytelling. Moreover, they insisted that the historians text i
quired to do justice to what the text is about and that this has no
equivalent in novels, fiction, and so on. And their worries were all the r
justified since several historical theorists allowed themselves as well ¢
misled by the term narrativism and ro see historical writing as being m
a variant of the novel. They inferred from this the mistaken view tha
erary theory, that is, the discipline that had been developed for analy



something present again which is not present now (for whatever r
So the term historical representation will never invite us to forget t
historian’s text is a text about a past and that it should do justice to t
as well as it can. And this may also contribute to reducing the most
tunate gap that has recently come into being between historical the
the one hand and historians themselves on the other. Historical
in a sad state if the only dialogues it is capable of with the practitic
the discipline itself are dialogues des sourds.

In the second place, the theories developed for understanding
ture of historical representation (or narrative) are a supplement to w
said in the 1950s and 19605 about the truth of statements about the
about causal explanation and not a replacement of it. Theories of re
tation are, essentially, theories about how the whole of a historical
related to the past that it is a representation of—and this is a proble
cannot be reduced to how a historical text’s individual statements r
the past. So there is no obvious and necessary link between theories
torical representation on the one hand and theories about the sta
or explanation on the other. To put it provocatively—but precisely |
of this with the dlarity that is needed here— one can quite well be (a
pen to be myself) an adherent of positivist or empiricist accounts
torical writing for what takes place in the historical text on the leve
statement while being, at the same time, an adherent of a theory of
ical representation for the text as a whole.

But when taken together, the kind of theories developed in th
and 1960s and theories of historical representation make up all of
cal writing. There is no aspect of what historians do when accouns
the past as we expect them to do that could not be reduced in one
another to the kind of problems addressed in these two variants of
ical theory.

Nevertheless, one aspect of how we relate to the past escapes
tellectual matrix of historical truth and representation. This is the



Tacitus, and down to Machiavelli have argued? Can it contribute to an
derstanding of our collective identity, as had been argued by historists s
Ranke? But there is also a more impractical and speculative way of loo
at historical consciousness. Here the crucial question is, Why shauld w
aware of there having been a past at all? How and why does historical
sciousness originate? Why should we not rather be like Nietzsche’s
herd, quietly moving around its meadow in a timeless present, “tg
bound to its present likes and dislikes, that is to say, to the stake of the
ment,” whom we will always ask in vain for the cause of its mindless
piness since it immediately forgets again how it wanted to answer ot
very weird questions.

Again, two ways of dealing with this question will suggest themse
One may take one’s lead in the very notion of historical consciousne:
self and ask oneself what state of mind we must be in, what the natw
our consciousness must be, if we are to consider the reflection about
collective past to be an urgent necessity. In short, the question wil
What will or must it mean to us to have an awareness of the past? Butt
is an alternative route to the issue of historical consciousness as well. |
we should ask ourselves, What makes us aware of the past at all, what sh
happen, or what must have happened to a nation or a collectivity tc
come fascinated by the problem of its past? This is the approach that
be adopted in the present study. And I shall try to answer the questic
how and why we may become fascinated by our collective past in tern
the notion of “sublime historical experience.” For a nation, a collectiv
culture, or a civilization that has had such a sublime historical experic
the past and an awareness of this past will become ineluctable realities.
past will then be for them no less a part of what they are as our limb
part of our bodies—and forgetting the past would then be an intelle
amputation.

Once again, this is a supremely impractical problem: It has no
ing whatsoever on what historians actually do and on the question of



of the actual practice of science or of history. We would then autom
exclude from philosophical scrutiny those aspects of science and
that are compatible with any actual or imaginable way of doing sci
history. And that there should be no such aspects to science or hist
mere dogma undl independent proof has been given of its truch. T
long as no such a priori proof has been given, there is room for a be
this one. Finally, this also has its implications for this book’s prete
This book is not an endeavor to identify the cognitive instruments
sary for the acquisition of historical knowledge. It is not a blueprint
torical writing. It is rather like a painting that some may like and
may not. Most readers of this book will have an intuition of what
ture of history is and what we have it for. Some readers (as I ho
conclude that this book has helped to deepen their intuitions, where
ers—for reasons that are easy enough to predict—will consider th
useless, “hyperbolic,” or simply nonsensical. And I am content with
for I am not trying to convince anybody of anything in this book.
way it resembles Niewzsche's Zarathustra; it also is “ein Buch fiir A
Keine,” a book for all and none.

[ would like to thank several friends and colleagues for the
valuable help. To begin with, I thank Kiene Brillenburg Wurth. For
years we have discussed together the sublime and how the sublime
fests itself in music and in literature. [ have been convinced by her «
of the Kantian sublime and fully accept what follows from this. I ¢
her book on the musically sublime to be among the best that has bec
ten on the sublime in the last ten to fifteen years.! The traces of ou
tremely fruitful discussions can be found in many pages of this bo
gave me the best that friendship and mutual interest can give us, a
is what I shall remember for the rest of my life. Hanneke van Brak
fully read parts of the manuscript, and her suggestions for how I co
prove my argument and its exposition have been most valuable. Ar



discussions with him have been for me an indispensable compass when
ing to find my way through these treacherous swamps. No contempe
scholar has a greater erudition in the fields investigated in this study
he. Moreover, the reader’s report he wrote for Stanford University Pres
shown me how I could improve my argument on numerous occasions
to what other authors I could appeal in order to support it further. W
preparing the final version of this book, I have also greatly benefited f
Allan Megill’s most valuable reader’s report; and I would like to thank
here for his support and his continuing interest in my work. Another s
important guide has been Craig Ireland’s Subaltern Appeal to Experien
consider this book to be the best survey of contemporary attempts t
habilitate the notion of experience. I read the manuseript of this bool
Stanford University Press; since then we came into contact with each o
and we discovered how much we have in common. My debt to Ar
Danto is of a different kind: I came to the notion of historical experi
by means of that of (historical) representation. And is there anything w
knowing about representation that does not have its antecedents ir
oeuvre—an oeuvre that is unique in its combination of penetration an
egance? [ would like to thank Kia Lindroos for checking what I have |
saying on Benjamin; and both Lionel Gosman and Jérn Riisen for d
the same for my account of Burckhardt. My colleague Eelco Runia,
whom [ share a profound interest for the notion of historical experic
also commented on parts of this book, and his influence on my view
manifest throughout the text. And I have the greatest expectations for
future now that he joined me here in Groningen, together with Rik Pe
My cooperation with Jo Tollebeek during his stay for four years in Gro
gen belongs to the happiest memories of all of my academic career. In
Jo Tollebeek helped me with my first uncertain steps some ten years ag
the difficult path of historical experience. Hermien Lankhorsts help
the translation of the foreign quotes and with many other details of the



;:qualcd. My gratitude to her is g1:catcr than can be expressed in WO
nally, my cooperation with Leah McAleer, who supervised the proc
of the book and did so with a rare combination of efficiency and |
ity, belongs to the happiest memories that I shall have of the genesis

boolk.
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