
Chapter 3

History, Historicism, and Norms
Historicism, sac ri fic ing re al ity to its his tor i cal as pect, is the fa tal ill ness
of our “dy namic” times. There is no cure for this un whole some view of
re al ity as long as the scrip tural cre ation mo tive does not re gain its com -
plete claim on our life and thought. Historicism robs us of our be lief in
abid ing stan dards; it un der mines our faith in the eter nal truth of God’s
Word. Historicism claims that ev ery thing is rel a tive and his tor i cally de -
ter mined, in clud ing one’s be lief in last ing val ues.

Bid it halt be fore the gates of your faith, if you wish. The demon of
historicism will not be shut out so eas ily. It has bribed your gate keep ers
with out your know ing it. Sud denly it stands in your in ner sanc tum and has 
you in its power. It asks: do you claim that Holy Scrip ture dis closes eter -
nal truth? Do you, im pris oned in your dog mas, not un der stand that the Bi -
ble, which you ac cept as God’s rev e la tion, it self un der went the pro cess of
his tor i cal de vel op ment? Is it not true that the road from the Old to the New 
Tes ta ment is the great high way of his tory? If the Old Tes ta ment is the rev -
e la tion of God, do you not un der stand that this rev e la tion ap par ently de -
vel oped his tor i cally into that of the New Tes ta ment? Or do you still be -
lieve that the book of Joshua con tains the di vine rule of life for to day’s
Chris tian? Can you still sing the Jew ish psalms of re venge with out ex pe ri -
enc ing a clash with your mod ern Chris tian con scious ness? Do you re ally
mean to say that the con tent of your Chris tian faith is [61] iden ti cal with
that of the first Chris tian com mu nity or with that of the Bi ble be liev ing
Chris tian of the Mid dle Ages? If so, solid his tor i cal re search will quickly
end your il lu sion. Even your use of ar chaic terms can not pre vent you from 
col or ing them with new mean ing. The mean ing of words changes with
his tor i cal de vel op ment, which no power on earth can halt. You speak of
po lit i cal prin ci ples and ap peal to sphere sov er eignty, for get ting that we
live in “dy namic” times. Change is ev ery thing, con stancy of prin ci ple is
noth ing! You live in an age that fi nally has over come the dog matic prej u -
dice re gard ing the ex is tence of abid ing stan dards that are not sub ject to
his tor i cal de vel op ment. To feel at home in to day’s so ci ety you must place
your self mid stream in the move ment of his tory. To be lis tened to to day

63



you must be open to the spirit of the age. Above all you must be pro gres -
sive, for then the fu ture is yours.

These are the sur rep ti tious ways through which historicism man ages to
en ter the heart of mod ern hu man kind. Some un sus pect ing theo lo gians ac -
cepted its claims in so far as tem po ral re al ity was con cerned but tried to
pre serve the eter nal value of Chris tian truths. This, how ever, was a co los -
sal mis take, be cause if one ac cepts historicism's view of tem po ral re al ity, it
does not stop short of the shel ter of one's faith, since faith it self be longs to
tem poral re al ity. Fur ther more, historicism is driven by a re li gious ground-
 motive that takes its stance in rad i cal op po si tion to the ground- motive of
the Chris tian re li gion.

The His tor i cal As pect

Ear lier we saw that at an early stage historicism par tially in fil trated
anti-revolutionary po lit i cal think ing in its view of his tory. It is not an
over state ment to say that the dan ger ous spirit of historicism per me ates
all of mod ern re flec tion on hu man so ci ety. In view of its vast in flu ence,
it is ex tremely im por tant to ob serve once again that even though one
may try to limit historicism to a view of tem po ral re al ity, historicism
takes root only when the cre ation mo tive of di vine rev e la tion loses its
hold upon one’s worldview. Ac a demic train ing or the lack of it are ir rel -
e vant here. Historicism is more than a philo soph i cal the ory. It be longs
to the “spir i tual hosts of wick ed ness” [Ephe sians 6:12] which claim not
only our think ing but our whole way of life.

When historicism aban doned the cre ation mo tive it made a se ri ous er -
ror: it iden ti fied the his tor i cal as pect of re al ity with his tory in the con crete
sense of what has hap pened. Even Groen van Prinsterer ap pealed to “it is
writ ten” and “it has come to pass” as the two key pieces of ev i dence con -
demn ing the idol a trous phi los o phy of the French Rev o lu tion. [62] But “it
has hap pened” may not be equated with the his tor i cal as pect un der which
schol arly re search con cern ing what has hap pened takes place. I can
scarcely warn enough against this fun da men tal er ror that leads di rectly
into the em brace of historicism. It is a blun der made con tin u ally, even by
be liev ing think ers. More over, this first con ces sion to historicism has fil -
tered down from sci en tific the ory into the worldview of the av er age per -
son.

Con crete events like wars, fam ines, re volts, the rise of new po lit i cal
forms, im por tant dis cov er ies, in ven tions, and so forth, all be long to con -
crete re al ity which in prin ci ple func tions in ev ery as pect, with out ex cep -
tion. In deed, the things of our ev ery day ex pe ri ence and the var i ous
spheres of society – such as the fam ily, the school, and the church –
function in ev ery as pect as well. If, how ever, one iden ti fies the his tor i cal
as pect with “what has oc curred,” then one for gets that con crete events dis -
play a great many other as pects not his tor i cal in char ac ter. The re sult is
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that re al ity is equated with just one of its as pects (the as pect ab stracted by
the sci ence of his tory). One then aban dons the Chris tian mo tive of cre -
ation and be comes a historicist. What are the con se quences of this stance?

Ask peo ple what they un der stand by “his tory.” Their prompt an swer
will be: what ever has hap pened in the past. This an swer is cor rect. In the
or di nary ex pe ri ence of daily life one does not di rect one’s at ten tion to the
ab stract as pects of re al ity that are dis tin guished in a the o ret i cal ap proach.
In or di nary ex pe ri ence, at ten tion is fo cused on re al ity’s sec ond, con crete
struc ture: the struc ture of things, events, and so on. But it is fu tile to de -
limit the field of in ves ti ga tion for the sci ence of his tory in terms of the cri -
te rion “what has hap pened.”

Con sider, for ex am ple, the fol low ing event: yes ter day a per son smoked
a ci gar. To day this event be longs to the past. But is it there fore a his tor i cal
event, fit for en try into the an nals of his tory? Of course not. And yet,
closer re flec tion re veals that this event does have a his tor i cal as pect. In the 
Mid dle Ages peo ple did not smoke. The in tro duc tion and pop u lar iza tion
of to bacco in west ern cul ture was cer tainly an event of his tor i cal sig nif i -
cance. One’s own ac tiv ity of smok ing takes place in a his tor i cal con text of 
cul ture, and one can not ig nore the in tro duc tion and es tab lish ment of this
means of en joy ment in our cul ture. Al though the event of smok ing dis -
plays a his tor i cal as pect when con trasted with me di eval means of plea -
sure, yet the event it self is not char ac ter ized typ i cally by its his tor i cal as -
pect. Other events, by con trast, are typ i cally his tor i cal, such as the French
Rev o lu tion and the ca pit u la tion of Ja pan and Ger many in the last world
war. Typically his tor i cal events act for ma tively in world his tory.

Surely, the con trast be tween dif fer ent kinds of events is known [63] im -
plic itly in or di nary (non-theoretical) ex pe ri ence. No one will say that
smok ing a ci gar is a typ i cally his tor i cal event. Nor will one con sider a nat -
u ral event like a rockslide or a flood a his tor i cal event as such. Such oc cur -
rences be come his tor i cally sig nif i cant only in con nec tion with their ef -
fects on hu man cul ture.

It is im per a tive, there fore, that we do not iden tify the his tor i cal as pect of 
re al ity with the con crete events which func tion in it and which dis play all
the other as pects that God gave re al ity in his cre ation or der. The his tor i cal
as pect must be dis tin guished from the as pects of or ganic life, emo tional
feel ing, log i cal dis tinc tion, and so forth. The ba sis for this dis tinc tion is
not what oc curs within the his tor i cal as pect but how some thing oc curs in
it. The pri mary con cern of the his to rian, there fore, is to grasp the core of
the his tor i cal mode of con crete events. The historian needs a cri te rion for
dis tin guish ing the his tor i cal as pect of re al ity from the other as pects.
Historicism lacks such a cri te rion, since in its view the his tor i cal as pect
and the whole of re al ity are one and the same.

History, Historicism, and Norms

65



The cur rent cri te ria for car ry ing through this dis tinc tion are com pletely
use less. If, for in stance, one ar gues that the sci ence of his tory is the sci -
ence of be com ing or de vel op ment, then one for gets that the nat u ral sci -
ences also deal with be com ing and de vel op ment. When one ac knowl -
edges both or ganic de vel op ment and his tor i cal de vel op ment, then the car -
di nal ques tion is this: what is the spe cif i cally his tor i cal char ac ter of a de -
vel op men tal pro cess? Cer tainly, the or ganic de vel op ment from the seed to 
the full grown plant or from the em bryo to the ma ture an i mal is not the
kind of de vel op ment that con cerns the sci ence of his tory.

What then is the core or nu cleus of the his tor i cal as pect of re al ity? Who -
ever grasps it cor rectly can not fall prey to the view of historicism any lon -
ger. But it is un der stood only when the cre ation mo tive of Word- reve -
lation in trin si cally gov erns one’s view of re al ity, for then historicism has
lost its hold upon one’s thought. The nu cleus of the his tor i cal as pect, that
which guar an tees its proper na ture and irreducibility, is the cul tural way
of be ing. Cul tural ac tiv ity al ways con sists in giv ing form to ma te rial in
free con trol over the ma te rial. It con sists in giv ing form ac cord ing to a free 
de sign.

Cul turally for ma tive ac tiv ity is dif fer ent from the ac tiv ity by which
last ing forms arise in na ture. The mar vel ous rock crys tals, the hon ey -
comb, the spi der’s web, and so on, are not cul tural forms be cause they do
not orig i nate through the free de sign and free con trol of a ma te rial. They
arise through the nat u ral pro cesses and in stincts that move ac cord ing to
fixed, un change able schemes and laws.

The story of cre ation it self in di cates that the cul tural mode of for ma tive
ac tiv ity is grounded in God’s cre ation or der. God im me di ately gave hu -
man kind the great cul tural man date: sub due the earth and have do min ion
[64] over it. God placed this great cul tural com mand in the midst of the
other creational or di nances. It touches only the his tor i cal as pect of cre -
ation that is sub ject to cul tural de vel op ment.

The cul tural way of be ing is the way re al ity re veals it self in its his tor i cal 
as pect. Usually the term cul ture re fers to what ever owes its ex is tence to
hu man for ma tion in con trast to what ever de vel ops in “na ture.” It is then
for got ten that the cul tural way of be ing is no more than an as pect of con -
crete things and events, and that a so-called cul tural ob ject such as a chair
also func tions in the as pects of re al ity that are not them selves cul tural in
char ac ter.1

The Greek cul ture re li gion de i fied the cul tural, the nu clear mo ment of
the his tor i cal as pect. Its form mo tive stood in re li gious an tith e sis to the
mat ter mo tive, which de i fied an eter nal flux of life. Still, in the Greek
form mo tive one did not find the typ i cally rel a tiv is tic and dy namic mo -
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ments that con front us in mod ern historicism. Their ab sence was due to
the fact that in the Greek form mo tive the cul tural way of be ing was com -
pletely de tached from the mo ment of de vel op ment, which binds the his -
tor i cal as pect to the or ganic as pect. Since in the re li gious ground-motive
of Greek an tiq uity the cul ture re li gion was ab so lutely an ti thet i cal to the
old re li gions of the flux of life, the cul tural form mo tive had to sever all
ties with the mo tive of the older re li gions. Thus, for in stance, the form mo -
tive led Greek thought to the be lief in an eter nal, im mu ta ble world of
forms, a world com pletely sep a rate from the earthly stream of life. In the
re li gion of the Olympian gods this be lief as sumed a form that ap pealed to
the imag i na tion of the peo ple; the Olympian gods were in vis i ble, im mor -
tal, bril liant gods of form. They were per son i fi ca tions of the var i ous cul -
tural pow ers who lived far be yond the fate of mor tals.

Mod ern historicism, by con trast, is dom i nated by the re li gious ground-
 motive of hu man ism (na ture and free dom). It views cul ture in terms of un -
end ing his tor i cal de vel op ment, re ject ing all the con stant, creational struc -
tures that make this de vel op ment pos si ble. Historicism re jects the con -
stant struc ture of the his tor i cal as pect which con tains the di vine de crees
for his tor i cal de vel op ment. As a re sult it has no re li able stan dard for dis -
tin guish ing re ac tion ary and pro gres sive ten den cies in his tor i cal de vel op -
ment. It faces the prob lems of the “new age” with out prin ci ples, with out
cri te ria. Be cause of its historicistic and rel a tiv is tic view of life, the slo gans 
with which it bat tled na tional so cial ism and fas cism had no re li able value.
The same holds with equal force for the slo gans “de moc racy,” “the rights
of in di vid u als,” “law and or der,” and “free dom.”

At the same time we must ac knowl edge that anti-revolutionary thought
also re vealed its weak spot in its con cep tion of his tory in par tic u lar. Cer -
tainly, the scrip tural ba sis of its position – It is writ ten! – pro vided a pow -
er ful [65] weapon against historicism. Nev er the less, as we saw be fore,
anti-revolutionary thought al lied it self with hu man is tic historicism in its
view of his tory. It was in ev i ta ble that this align ment would be avenged
pre cisely in the pres ent phase of world his tory: to day the historicistic
spirit of the “new age” can be com bated ef fec tively only if con fronted in
the arena of his tor i cal de vel op ment it self. This en coun ter re quires the
com plete spir i tual ar mor of the Chris tian re li gion.

In my cri tique I do not mean to de nounce the great work of Stahl and
Groen van Prinsterer. My cri tique has a con struc tive aim. It is of fered in a
spirit of deep grat i tude for the la bors of these Chris tian lead ers and think -
ers. But their work can be con tin ued in their spirit only if the scrip tural
ground-motive of the Ref or ma tion con tin ues to op er ate in it. If weak -
nesses in their spir i tual her i tage be come ap par ent, they must be cut away
with out hes i ta tion. To day’s pri mary need is a deeper scrip tural in sight
into the re la tion be tween the creational prin ci ple of sphere sov er eignty
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and his tor i cal de vel op ment. To day our cul ture needs clar ity with re spect
to the or di nances that God es tab lished for his tor i cal de vel op ment in cre -
ation. There fore those who be come im pa tient may grant us the op por tu -
nity to ded i cate more space to these fun da men tal is sues.

Cul tural Power

The core or nu cleus of the his tor i cal as pect of re al ity is the cul tural way 
of be ing. The cul tural mode of an ac tiv ity con sists in con trol over ma te -
rial by for ma tion ac cord ing to a free de sign. This free con trol ap plies to
both per sons and things, al though the for mer is pri mary. Free con trol re -
veals it self in the his tor i cal for ma tion of power. With out per sonal power 
a dis cov ery or in ven tion that aims at con trol ling “na ture” can not be his -
tor i cally for ma tive. For ex am ple, the great Ital ian art ist of the early Re -
nais sance, Le o nardo da Vinci, was also a great sci en tist. It was said he
al ready knew how to con struct an air plane. But this knowl edge went
with him to the grave. It re mained his pri vate prop erty. If he had gained
sup port for his in ven tion, it could have had a for ma tive ef fect on world
his tory. For that, Le o nardo needed his tor i cal power for ma tion and his -
tor i cal in flu ence, which he had as an art ist but not as an in ven tor.

What then is the na ture of the per sonal power that equips the gen u ine
molder of his tory? The most dis torted no tions pres ent them selves with re -
spect to this ques tion, also in Chris tian cir cles. Many equate power with
brute force. To day many Chris tians, mis led by this iden ti fi ca tion, con -
sider it un-Christian to strive for the con sol i da tion of power in or ga ni za -
tions that aim at ap ply ing Chris tian prin ci ples to so ci ety. They be lieve that 
power may play no part among Chris tians. Es pe cially theo lo gians in
Barth’s circle – I am think ing of Emil [66] Brun ner’s book Das Gebot und
die Ordnungen – view the state as a half-demonic be ing be cause of its or -
ga ni za tion of power.1 Chris tians may speak of love and jus tice with an un -
bur dened con science, but as soon as power co mes into their pur view they
have prob a bly lent their ears to the devil.

Such opin ions in di cate that the cre ation mo tive of the Chris tian re li gion
has re treated from the worldview of these Chris tians. As a re sult, these
Chris tians can no lon ger un der stand hu man kind’s fall and re demp tion
through Je sus Christ in its full scrip tural sig nif i cance. The unbiblical im -
pact of their view be comes ap par ent when we re call that God re veals him -
self as the Creator in the orig i nal full ness of power. God is al mighty. At
cre ation God charged hu man kind with the cul tural man date: sub due the
earth and have do min ion over it. Through out his tory God re veals him self
as the Al mighty.

Be cause of the fall, the po si tion of power to which God called hu man -
kind in the de vel op ment of cul ture be came di rected to ward apos tasy. But
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