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‘Schorske is not so foolish as to declare the death of history,” Steven Beller con-
cedes in his review of Carl E. Schorske’s Thinking with History:

but Clio has certainly, in his view, fallen on hard times. The queen of
the sciences in the mid-19th century, she is now in much straitened
circumstances, reduced, in Schorske’s phrase, to going on ‘dates’ with any
discipline that will have her. This sense of history having suffered a fall
from grace is overly pessimistic. History never had quite the pre-eminence
Schorske ascribes to it, except perhaps in Germany.!

Beller’s critique refers to a number of issues that form the backdrop of the follow-
ing chapter. To begin with, there is the idea that history is a science and, sub-
sequently, the uncertainty as to what exactly that means; second, the assumption
that there was a golden age of history which, if it ever existed, was in 19th-cen-
tury Germany; and finally, the endeavour to endow the academic discipline of
history, in one way or another, with a distinctive biography. Underlying these
issues is the question of what constitutes historical science (French science his-
torique, German Geschichtswissenschaft) and its claims to objectivity, validity and
truth, a recurrent theme that gives rise to controversial debates, particularly in
times of paradigm shift.?

Part and parcel of these debates is the discussion about the emergence of scien-
tific order in historical writing.® It is obvious that historiography as a cultural
practice and true representation of the past is much older than the academic dis-
cipline of history. Even so, until the 18th century no serious attempt was made
to claim for historical writing a scientific code of practice. In fact, within the pre-
modern order of knowledge, historia and scientia were mutually exclusive.
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However, what had seemed a contradiction in terms to the English philosopher
Thomas Hobbes (1651), the German scholar Christian Wolff (1712) and, as late
as 1751, the French editors of the Encyclopédie, d’ Alembert and Diderot — namely
that historiography could be viewed in science-like terms — was to be the point of
departure for Johann Gustav Droysen’s theory of historical science (Historik) only
some hundred years later, in 1857.4 Were 19th-century scholars, like the his-
torian and Hegel-pupil Droysen, more astute than their seventeenth- and 18th-
century counterparts? Did they detect some untapped potential in the writing of
history that their predecessors had overlooked?

There is no such thing as historical science, and this is a chapter about its
beginnings. Asking how it became possible to conceive of history as a science, it
explores the rise of the new scientificity claimed, discussed and practised in his-
torical writing around 1800. Since, we are usually told, it was at German univer-
sities that modern historical science took off, the German case looms large in this
chapter, although this will not prevent us from reflecting on developments else-
where and drawing some broader conclusions about history writing as a whole.

1.1 Experientia aliena

In Leviathan (1651) Hobbes introduces his system of knowledge by declaring
emphatically that ‘(t)here are of knowledge two kinds, whereof one is knowledge
of fact: the other knowledge of the consequence of one affirmation to another . ..
The later is called Science . .. The register of knowledge of fact is called History.”
Whereas science relates to ‘reasoning’ and ‘contain(s) the demonstrations of con-
sequences of one affirmation, to another’, history represents ‘nothing else but
sense and memory’, that is ‘the knowledge required in a witnesse’. History con-
sequently does not appear in Hobbes’ table of sciences.’

A lot of time has passed since Hobbes wrote these lines. And yet, even to the
present day it is almost impossible for a historian to speak of history as a science
without provoking a smile, since whenever the topic under discussion is philos-
ophy of science, history of science or quite simply science, historians are very
likely to be the only ones to assume that their discipline belongs there too. Worse
still, historians themselves have made heavy weather of this and have been at issue
over whether to treat history as soft science, quasi-science, science sui generis (of
its own kind), or even not as a science at all but as an art.°

While this line of questioning has its merits, it is not going to concern us here.
I do not want to explore whether scientificity (acting along the lines of scientific
rationality) is an attainable goal for historical practitioners. Nor do I intend to ask
whether scientificity and its attendant categories of objectivity and truth really
exist, and if they do, whether that is something desirable. This chapter is not con-
cerned with problems of existence and legitimacy but with those of history. In
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fact, what it means ‘to do things scientifically’ has changed quite dramatically
over the past three centuries. The traces of this change can still be seen in our cur-
rent usage of the word scientific. We glide, for example, with ease from ontolog-
ical assertions about the ultimate structure of historical reality (the objective truth
of a scientific claim) to statements about the procedures that ensure the validity
of our empirical findings (scientific methods) and to claims about the scientific
ethos of a true scholar (self-distancing, detachment, impartiality, self-effacement,
or simply: objectivity). Our notion of scientificity, a blend of essentially different
meanings, points to differing and often conflicting histories, which in turn refer
to different intellectual traditions, cultural practices and social contexts of origin
in which the various images and ideals of scientificity acquired their respective
meanings. What I want to do here is to trace some aspects of this history and
relate them to the history of historical writing.”

It is safe to say that from the time of the Reformation in the 16th century the
array of diverse genres and practices we refer to as historical writing was firmly
established in Germany, if not as scientia then nonetheless as an important part
of eruditio (erudition or learned education). Historia figured prominently as a dis-
tinct discourse, with corresponding groups of practitioners, norms and institu-
tions. The first lectio historica had already been established in 1504 at the
University of Mainz. Constituting a fourth form of knowledge besides scientia,
prudentia and ars, cognitio historica was recognized as experientia or cognitio empir-
ica — that is, empirical knowledge. As such, historical knowledge was seen as an
indispensable component of most branches of learning, to the extent that these
branches were not only based on axiomatic principles but also on empirical con-
cepts developed by process of induction. Within this context, history achieved
particular significance as experientia aliena, as alien experience. Expanding the
horizons of personal experience by drawing exemplary lessons from the past, his-
tory was valued as a store of moral and political maxims for the guidance of pres-
ent conduct. For all its importance, however, within the epistemological
framework of Aristotelianism, which was prevalent in Germany and indeed across
Europe until far into the 18th century, history as a science was in principle incon-
ceivable. How can we explain this?®

Roughly speaking, the Aristotelian theory of knowledge is predicated on two
principles. For one thing, only the universal and abstract can be known with cer-
tainty, while the particular and concrete allow merely for statements of prob-
ability. For another, certainty can be achieved only about constant and essentially
immutable entities, whereas that which keeps changing without rules permits
merely probable statements. The first category includes the universal and peren-
nial qualities of all being and nature, covered most notably by those branches of
knowledge that were grounded in mathematics and logic. The second category
refers to ‘man and his actions’. The metaphysical prerequisite of these principles
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is the assumption that ontological necessity (the quality of following inevitably
from logical, physical or moral laws) and epistemological truth (the quality of
being a verified or indisputable fact, proposition or theory) are inseparable.
Within this framework, the notion of science implies absolute certainty. It means
knowing the necessity of why something is so and not otherwise, i.e. the explo-
ration of causes, aimed at the universal and perennial qualities of what exists.

What is important with respect to our question is the fact that historians were
precluded from practising science, as it were, on two grounds. On the one hand,
history was incompatible with science inasmuch as it explored the concrete reali-
ties of particular facts and circumstances. On the other hand, it was incompati-
ble with standards of science inasmuch as it sought to capture the shifting ground
of human affairs, an effort conspicuously flawed by the imponderables of human
agency and free will.

My argument in this chapter is a triple one. To start with, I shall argue that
cognitio historica became conceivable as historical science in Germany in the wake
of a fundamental de-hierarchization of the edifice of scholarly knowledge, a
process set in motion in the 16th century and accelerated during the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries by the two intellectual revolutions known as the
Scientific Revolution and the Enlightenment. In other words, we have no reason
to assume that at a certain historical juncture historiography successfully crossed
the threshold of scientificity — an immutable, monolithic ideal — by developing
certain methods that were, at long last, adequate to the study of history.
Scientificity (French scientificité, German Wissenschaftlichkeit) is not a transhistor-
ical given. Like any other concept it has itself a history.

Second, the levelling of scholarly knowledge forms was accompanied by an
erosion of the plausibility and acceptance of interpretative frameworks associated
with Aristotelianism. This occurred in the German setting during the second half
of the 18th century, i.e. considerably later than in Britain and France. The philo-
sophical agenda of Aristotelianism was eclipsed and in large measure superseded
by other types of scientific rationality that a range of historians embraced and put
to good use in the writing of history.

Third, the background of the dwindling plausibility of some modes of
scientific rationality on the one hand, and the rise of new ones on the other,
consisted of broad European changes in attitude towards knowledge in gen-
eral, and the relations between knowledge and social order in particular. The
environment for these changes was the crisis and fundamental transformation
of European societies during the century between 1750 and 1850, which has
often been portrayed as a ‘dual revolution’. The Industrial Revolution, how-
ever, was not only accompanied by a revolution in political practices, as
embodied in the French Revolution of 1789 and its democratic legacy. The
‘dual revolution’ was paralleled, and in some measure reinforced, by profound
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changes in epistemic practices, i.e. practices by which knowledge was secured,
assessed and communicated.’

The outgoing 18th century witnessed a particularly tense debate about histori-
cal writing and its role in securing and subverting social order. The existing
debates over method assumed greater significance as the capacity of historical
knowledge to ensure certain desirable values and, in consequence, right conduct
was thought to have a considerable impact on the outlook of society. Historical
practitioners had to address some ticklish questions. What exactly was proper his-
torical knowledge? Who was authorized to hold it and on what conditions? What
degree of certainty was it appropriate to expect of it? Could differing groups of
people be made to believe the same things and, if so, how could this be achieved?
The recourse to notions of scientificity was to play a key role in answering these
and other questions.!’

I want to illustrate my argument with a brief survey of the shift from
Aristotelian towards experiential conceptions of knowledge during the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries, in order to establish the exact implications of this
for the province of history. Of the many aspects that a more comprehensive
account would include, I have selected three main elements. I first examine the
rise of useful knowledge and how that changed the map of knowledge. I then turn
briefly to what the Dutch historian E.J. Dijksterhuis once called ‘the mechaniza-
tion of the world picture’, to show what impulse historical thinking derived from
this. From there I take a look at the rise of the experiment as a knowledge-making
practice and consider how this affected the case for empirical historical studies.
Finally, I conclude with some thoughts about how the above three elements had
helped change the understanding of scientific knowledge by the end of the 18th
century. In doing so, I shall clarify the notion of scientificity in historical writing,
which I want to leave diffuse at this point, allowing its sense and implications to
emerge as the inquiry proceeds.

1.2 The rise of useful knowledge

Perhaps the single mostastonishing feature thata medieval intellectual like Umberto
Eco’s Franciscan William of Baskerville would have registered in early-modern
Europe was the revaluation of knowledge produced to achieve practical ends.
Broadly speaking, the aspiration to shape society according to rational principles
placed intellectual practices increasingly in the service of practical objectives.
‘Thinking’, in Hannah Arendt’s words, became ‘the handmaiden of doing as it had
been the ... handmaiden of contemplating divine truth in medieval philosophy.’
With the rise of useful or practical knowledge (of trade, for example, or production
processes), the contemplation of eternally given truth was to lose its epistemological
prerogative. As a result, ‘scientific and philosophic truth have parted company’.!!
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The belief that knowledge ought to be useful was not a free-floating idea, how-
ever; it was an integral part of the formation of early-modern states and the con-
comitant politics of knowledge. In fact, the practice of government in
early-modern Europe was increasingly predicated on the systematic collection of
information arranged for practical purposes such as public finances (économie
politique or, in Russia, kameralnaja nauka), the mapping of the state territory
(cartography) and the welfare and surveillance of the governed (‘political arith-
metic’, statistics and, in Germany, Polizeiwissenschaft). Not without good reason
did the sociologist Max Weber describe the rise of bureaucracy, one of the key
factors in the development of early-modern states, as the ‘exercise of control on
the basis of knowledge’.!?

The rise of useful knowledge found a variety of expressions. The burgeoning
book markets, for instance, were swamped with publications like Thomas Bray’s
An Essay toward promoting all Necessary and Useful Knowledge (1697) and Johann
August Schlettwein’s Von den niitzlichen Wiirkungen einer Universitiit auf den
Nahrungsstand des Volkes (1776). The Electoral Academy of Useful Sciences in
Erfurt (1754), the Mining Academy in Freiberg (1765) and similar societies in
Philadelphia (1758) and Virginia (1772) are but a few examples of the numerous
institutions set up to promote knowledge of crafts and trades. Designed as
Staatsdienerschulen (schools for public servants), the newly founded universities in
Halle (1694) and Géttingen (1736) promoted in large measure ‘useful’ subjects.
‘Mechanical arts’ like engineering and agriculture were playing an increasingly
prominent part in best-selling encyclopaedias such as Ephraim Chambers’
Cyclopaedia: or, An Universal Dictionary of Arts and Sciences (1728) and Heinrich
Zedler’s Universal-Lexicon aller Wissenschafften und Kiinste (1732—54) while, a
litcle later, the French Academy of Sciences began producing its description des
arts et des métiers (1761-88), thus underlining the importance it had come to
ascribe to the useful or practical branches of knowledge.!?

Even the scholastic curriculum of European universities did not escape unscathed.
Although the system of the four faculties remained by and large intact — the liberal
arts (including philosophy) were still followed by the three higher faculties of medi-
cine, law and theology — its order and inherent hierarchy was increasingly challenged
by a growing range of new disciplines like chemistry, political economy and, not
least, history. The ascent of history as an academic discipline during the 18th cen-
tury was inextricably linked with its usefulness for the training of the growing
number of lawyers, ‘politicians’ (to use a convenient anachronism) and administra-
tors. Good knowledge of international history, for example, was deemed imperative
for the training of diplomats at such universities as Paris and Strasbourg. The insti-
tution of the Regius chairs in history at the universities of Oxford and Cambridge at
the beginning of the 18th century had a similar background.'
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By the mid-18th century, useful or practical knowledge had finally become
respectable. The extent to which the traditional order of knowledge had been
remapped can be seen in Diderot’s ‘Prospectus’ (1750) and d’Alembert’s
‘Preliminary Discourse’ (1751) to the Encyclopédie. D’Alembert, for example,
gave particular prominence to mathematics whereas theology, once queen of the
four faculties, was presented as but an offshoot of philosophy. That the intellec-
tual flagship of the French philosophes should allocate such an important position
to the trades in general and to state-of-the-art technologies indicated, moreover,
the increasingly problematic ranking of scientific and hitherto non-scientific
forms of knowledge. Equally important is the fact that the entries in the
Encyclopédie were arranged in alphabetical order, which paralleled and under-
pinned the general trend away from traditional hierarchies of knowledge. Francis
Bacon’s earlier attack on the Aristotelian classification of knowledge — his New
Organon of 1620 was meant to replace Aristotle’s Organon once and for all — had
eventually borne fruit."”

1.3 Making and knowing: the world as a machine

This leads me to the second element. The revaluation of useful knowledge was
connected with the increasing use of mechanical metaphors for imagining the
world. The ‘mechanization of the world picture’, to use the title of
Dijksterhuis’s classic, played an important part in the shift away from
Aristotelian physics. Construing matter as essentially active and motion as
having developmental character, Aristotelian physics ascribed design and pur-
pose to material nature. What is important in our context is that the histori-
cally triumphant attempts to establish an alternative theoretical framework,
collectively known as mechanical philosophy, modelled nature on the charac-
teristics of a machine. ‘Disenchanting the world” (Max Weber) by construing
matter as inert and nature as a causally specifiable machine, mechanical philos-
ophers as different as René Descartes, Robert Boyle and Isaac Newton were
convinced that they had found an intelligible metaphor that allowed one to
understand nature and its components without having to invoke such ‘occult
powers’ as soul-like qualities (animism) and the capacities of purpose and inten-
tion (teleology). In fact, it was a widely held belief in the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries that humans could reliably know only what they had made
themselves, either manually or intellectually.'®

The mechanical metaphor and its attendant conviction that humans could
know only what they constructed themselves did not remain restricted to the
study of nature; it pervaded all branches of knowledge, as the following passage
from Thomas Hobbes exemplifies:
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Geometry therefore is demonstrable, for the lines and figures from which
we reason, are drawn and described by ourselves; and civil philosophy is
demonstrable, because we make the commonwealth ourselves.!”

The epistemological implications of this for the conceivability of a histori-
cal ‘science of man’ become apparent in Giambattista Vico’s Scienza Nuova
(1725/44). Expecting secure knowledge exclusively from things that owed
their existence to man, the Italian professor of rhetoric turned his attention
away from the study of nature to history. He reasoned that since it was God
who created the natural world, only God could comprehend it. Man himself,
however, could expect secure knowledge only from the study of the ‘civil
world’, for the latter was the product of human creativity in the same sense
that nature was the creation of God. Although Vico’s notion of a new science
did not attract much attention at the time, it indicates that, on purely episte-
mological grounds, the historiography of human affairs could be imagined as
a science.!®

The degree to which the mechanical metaphor had penetrated the tradition of
Aristotelianism by the beginning of the 18th century can be seen from the case of
the leading German Aristotelian Christian Wolff. In his theory of knowledge
from 1712 he demands that history ‘be written in such a way that where men’s
deeds are measured against their circumstances, one can learn the rules of divine
governance therefrom’. The study of history should allow us to observe the great
clockmaker in the act of clockmaking, as it were, so that we can understand the
mechanics of His clockwork. ‘I understand the nature of a clock,” Wolff specifies,
‘when I grasp clearly what kind of wheels and other accessories it is composed of,
and how each is related to the other.” Employing the clock as the favourite mech-
anical metaphor of his era, Wolff calls for a kind of historiography that is both
didactic and useful in that it reveals history’s hidden causal structure (pragmatic
historiography).!?

But the use of the clock analogy has yet another side. ‘One understands the
nature of a thing,” Wolff’s passage on clocks emphasizes, ‘only when one grasps
clearly how it has become what it is, or by what manner and means it is poss-
ible.”?® At this point, Wolff’s notion of determining the nature of a thing
through intellectual reconstruction of its constituent parts and structure turns
into a genetic explanation of its coming into being. In fact, the latter is to com-
plement the former, as is the case in Wolff’s system of knowledge where each
individual discipline is divided into an abstract-rational part and an empirical-
historical one. Wolff was seconded by the Erlangen theologian Johann Martin
Chladenius. In his Allgemeine Geschichtswissenschaft of 1752 — the German coun-
terpart of Lord Bolingbroke’s Lezters on the Study and Use of History (1752) —
Chladenius claimed:
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The main event of a moral being [such as a state] is the origin of the same;
which is all the more remarkable, since it supplies the reason for the sub-
sequent events, without which these will not be understood.?!

The search for regular configurations, developmental patterns and laws (‘rules of
divine governance’) was a well-established theme throughout the 18th century.
The Ordre Naturel of the French physiocrats, the Staatswissenschaften (sciences of
the state) in Germany, and the rise of conjectural history in Britain are prominent
examples of this.

The clock analogy thus illustrates two things. On the one hand, it shows that
the emergence of a new historical consciousness in early-modern Europe owed
one of its greatest impulses to the use of the mechanical metaphor and its atten-
dant belief that humans could know securely only what they produced them-
selves. On the other hand, the analogy reveals the limitations of the mechanical
metaphor, which confines the notion of history to the process of coming into
being. Once the clockwork is in place, it is a more or less stable end product.
Mechanical analogies did not lose their metaphorical appeal until the last third of
the 18th century when they were superseded by other, mainly organicistic,
metaphors.

1.4 The rise of empirical knowledge

The third element that had a profound impact on attitudes to knowledge was the
rise of the experiment as a legitimate knowledge-making practice, epitomized in
Francis Bacon’s dictum of ‘putting nature to the question’. The plausibility of the
experiment as a knowledge-making activity owed much to the view discussed
above that humans could comprehend only what they had made themselves.
From the same view the conviction followed that, for reliable knowledge of things
that were not man-made, one had to imitate or reproduce the processes through
which these things had come about. Indeed, it is the nature of the experiment
that it itself produces the phenomena that are to be observed. ‘Give me matter,’
the German philosopher Immanuel Kant exclaimed in his theory of the origin of
the universe (1755), ‘and I will build a world from it, that is, give me matter and
I will show you how a world developed from it.””> Kant’s words highlight the
mélange of making and knowing that was so characteristic of the time. They
allow us to catch a glimpse of the awareness that still existed of the link between
‘fact’ and ‘manufacture’, two words that were to become (almost) antonyms by
the end of the 18th century as ‘fact’ drifted towards ‘datum’, i.e. something that
is given rather than made.

The critical point in our context here is the belief that lay at the heart of experi-
mental philosophy (and early-modern empiricism more generally), namely that
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proper knowledge was and had to be derived from direct sense experience. This was
an assault on yet another pillar of the Aristotelian tradition. Robert Boyle’s exper-
imentation with the air-pump, which was arguably the most prolific fact-making
machine of the era, is emblematic of this attitude. Did Aristotelians fail to grasp the
importance of sensory experience? Not at all. They gave, however, a different
answer to two crucial questions. What part can experience play in the constitution
of reliable knowledge? And, second, what kind of experience is thus to be sought?
Suspicious as it was of the reliability of our sensory experience, the Aristotelian tra-
dition privileged a type of experience that testified to general views of the workings
of nature rather than providing the basis for those insights. Experience, while
deemed important, was ultimately subordinated to securing an already established
knowledge of a general and indubitable nature. In the Baconian tradition of exper-
imental philosophy, by contrast, direct sense experience was to form the foun-
dations of proper scientific knowledge. The purpose of experimentally constituted
experience was thus not to illustrate some general point; instead of serving general
philosophical reasoning, it was to control it. This type of experience, however, was
not to be misconstrued as the mindless collection of data that Bacon likened to the
activity of the ant. Rather, it was the result of the combined efforts of both collect-
ing and digesting, as symbolized by the bee. The proposed method of inquiry was
therefore inductive and empirically grounded — that is, one was to start out from
observational and experimental facts (‘particulars’) and then rise step by step to
causal knowledge and general conclusions.

Yet the experience sought in the experiment was not that of the spontaneous
senses of the uninitiated (‘old wives' tales’). Experimental philosophers from
Christiaan Huygens to Robert Hooke held firmly to the belief that the workings of
nature could be fully understood only if the constitution of experience was guided
and disciplined by correct rules of method. The ‘interrogation’ of nature, as it were,
was to be carried out ‘as if by machinery’ (Bacon). To put it another way, the rise
of the experiment as an acceptable knowledge-making practice went hand in hand
with aspirations to mechanize the production of knowledge itself, i.e. to discipline
the procedures of knowledge-making through methodological directions designed
to remove or, at least, control the effects of human passions and interests.??

Although experimental methods of scientific inquiry could only be applied to
some branches of knowledge, their triumphant advance throughout the 18th cen-
tury gave a strong impulse to empirical studies in many fields, including history.
Just as the Protestant Reformation insisted on each Christian engaging directly
with scripture (without having to rely on the readings of priests), and just as
experimental philosophers from Bacon to Newton urged their contemporaries to
study the ‘divine book of nature’ for themselves (without relying on time-hon-
oured interpretations), so late 18th-century historians increasingly expected of
each other that the authority of secondary works should be resorted to only when
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experiential access to things was impossible. Historical writing was increasingly to
be based on what we have come to call the study of ‘primary sources’ — that is, on
empirically grounded research.?

The success story of historical empiricism was partly written in the streets of
Paris, though not necessarily by historians. Just as Gutenberg’s invention of print-
ing with movable type facilitated the Protestant demand to read the Bible for one-
self; and just as the use of the telescope and microscope turned the rhetoric of
individualistic empiricism (‘Read the book of nature for yourself!’) into a practi-
cable idea, so ‘the forcible opening of some of Europe’s once secret chanceries and
archives™ in the aftermath of the French Revolution lent impetus to the histori-
ans’ call for the critical study of primary sources.

The status of the historical experience that could be derived from the study of pri-
mary sources was, however, more than precarious. The epistemology of Immanuel
Kant, one of the most prominent philosophers in late 18th-century Europe,
was, for instance, incompatible with the very idea of archival records being the ‘pri-
mary sources’ of what we could know about the past.2® What is more, the study of
documents with the aid of historical-critical methods is skilled reading. It requires
special training that teaches us what sorts of things to ‘read’ in a document and what
to disregard. Yet lasting institutions for the professional training of historians that
would enforce correct reading were nowhere in sight before 1800.%” In fact, only in
the mid-19th century were the practitioners of historical writing in a position
to establish what could be sifted and evaluated from the records (‘historical facts’)
as sufficiently reliable foundations of our knowledge of the past. In this process, the
historical works of Leopold Ranke came to act both as awe-inspiring accounts of the
past and as gauges to discipline the historiographical practices of others.?®

On the whole, however, Ranke’s contribution to the rise of empirically
grounded, critically researched and objectively written historiography should not
be overrated. He was neither the originator of objectivity in historical writing, nor
did he invent the historical-philological method of source evaluation.

In order to write and present [history] in such a way that the historical
truth is not distorted, the historian must be personally impartial, must
portray the events without preconceived ideas of his own, must not have a
preference for any form of government, or any state; likewise, he must not
regard any of the existing forms of government as the best one . .. nor draw
up an ideal one and compare the existing ones with it; rather, with self-
effacement and strict neutrality he must only tell what happened and how
it happened (blof erzihlen, was und wie es geschehn ist).?

Although the above is reminiscent of his famous credo, it was not Ranke who
wrote this but the Prussian medievalist Karl Dietrich Hiillmann, whom posterity
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has taken less seriously. Ranke had just been born when, in the spring of 1796,
Hiillmann published his essay on the history of the European states, which con-
tained these rules of conduct. The ideal of impartial or impersonal knowledge,
and how to achieve it, had been hotly debated throughout the 18th century.
Codes of impartiality and disinterestedness prevailed in many areas, ranging from
legal practices of testimony evaluation to natural philosophy.”® The rhetoric of
perspectival flexibility (impartiality that rises above all particular viewpoints)
appears in tracts on moral philosophy as well as historical theory. Adam Smith,
for example, demanded in his Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) that ‘the selfish
and original passions of human nature’ must be transcended and things be viewed
‘with the eyes of a third person ... who judges with impartiality’.?! Indeed, tran-
scending individual points of view in deliberation and action appeared to many
moral philosophers an important recipe for a harmonious and just society.
Lorraine Daston has called this attitude to knowledge ‘aperspectival objectivity’,
i.e. the attempt to ‘escape from perspective’ by eliminating individual and group
idiosyncrasies in the name of public knowledge and universal communicability.>?

What was symptomatic of the historiographical debates in the second half of
the century was the heightened sense that viewpoint and partiality were in fact
unavoidable attributes of the historian as such, which had to be dealt with effec-
tively rather than bemoaned.* To try and eliminate the effects of perspectival dis-
tortions by calling on the historian’s moral integrity was, however, increasingly
considered inadequate. The emphasis was shifting from moral notions of personal
impartiality (ethical imperatives) towards a type of aperspectivity and impartial-
ity to be guaranteed by impersonal rules of method (methodological imperatives).
In Chladenius’ Allgemeine Geschichtswissenschaft it reads:

Should not historical truth enjoy the same right . . . of also being formulated
in rules, since now almost all the motivating forces of human reason in the
discovery of general truths ... lie explained before our eyes?**

Not only were formal methodological directions to ensure the metamorphosis
of the historian into a disembodied epistemological subject that rose above all
particular viewpoints; the empirical credibility of 18th-century historians as a
whole depended increasingly on their methodological expertise. If historical
writing was to be based on an inductive and empirically grounded procedure, this
groundwork had to be secure. It was in this context that the historian’s ability to
sort out the genuine from the fabulous became paramount and considerations of
textual criticism took centre stage. Finally, the triumph of inductive methods in
historical writing was inextricably linked to the rise of the ‘footnote’.?> The prac-
tice of giving reference to one’s sources was in many respects the equivalent of the
minute report on an experiment, as it was meant to enable the reader to repeat
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and verify the process through which the knowledge in question was constituted.
This was held to be an indispensable feature of scientific rationality. The extent
to which footnoting had become entrenched practice in historical writing during
the 18th century can be seen from the fact that, in 1758, David Hume felt
obliged to apologize for the lack of proper references in his History of England.>®
To sum up, the discussion of specific historiographical rules of method had
been well under way before history writing became a profession in the 19th cen-
tury. However, in practice, formal rules of method were often far less important
in ‘sifting and evaluating’ historical records than a good knowledge of what
counted as acceptable and proper, i.e. the social codes of truth-telling that did not
need to be spelled out. What kind of historical experience was to ground histori-
cal writing? Whose experience should count as authentic historical experience
that could provide the proper foundation of historical knowledge? What exactly
constituted a credible primary source? Was it the oral testimony of popular tra-
dition or the written testimony of the elites? Answering questions like these
implied judgement about where to draw the line between the genuine and the
fabulous, the historical and the philosophical, the literary and the scientific, the
vulgar and the sublime. In the eighteenth, no less than in the 19th century, the
methodicization of historical knowledge implied a map of the social order.

1.5 History as human science

The shift from Aristotelian towards experiential attitudes to knowledge had many
other facets that had equally important implications for historiography and its
conceivability as a science. The Newtonian conception of linear and uni-direc-
tional time, for example, according to which time was an absolute, real and uni-
versal entity that was experienced by everyone, everywhere, in the same way, had
a dramatic impact on the convergence of historical and scientific modes of inquiry.
It also facilitated the notion of time being a progressive and homogeneous con-
tinuum and, by extension, the emergence of the idea of the past being and having
‘history’. The idea of history (in the singular) as a distinct and coherent form of
reality that could be analysed in entirely this-worldly and rational terms only
finally crystallized in the discourses of the 18th century.

Another strong impulse to historical writing came from what — in the wake of the
French historian Michel Foucault — has been called the ‘anthropological turn’ in the
second half of the 18th century and the attendant rise of the ‘life sciences’ (such as
anthropology, biology and psychology).’” One can hardly overestimate the import-
ance of the new paradigm of ‘vitalism’ for the aspirations to conceptualize history
as a human science. Peter Hanns Reill, for example, has shown the particularly vig-
orous impact of the appearance in 1749 of the first three volumes of the French
natural historian Georges Louis Leclerc de Buffon’s Histoire naturelle (1749—1804).
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Buffon championed a notion of scientificity that distinguished between abstract
truths (such as mathematical proofs) and real physical truths. While the former were
the fruit of human invention, the latter were essentially empirical and historical in
nature and required both detailed analysis and creative imagination (‘divination’).?
Taking a similar line to Reill, Jérn Garber has argued that, around 1750, anthro-
pology assumed the role of a lead discipline for various strands of historical studies.
The most obvious manifestation of this was the thriving, if short-lived, genre of ‘his-
tory of humanity’, which construed history as the evolution of humanity in the
double sense of the word: as the development of humankind in space and time, on
the one hand, and the gradual realization of the potential quality of being humane,
on the other. Johann Gottfried Herder’s Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der
Menschheir (1782-91) is one of the most prominent examples of this. The link
forged between historical writing and anthropological discourses, Garber suggests,
not only facilitated the formation of a distinctive subject area (the history of ‘man’),
it also equipped historical practitioners with a set of strategies and methods, such as
comparative analysis, analogical reasoning and intellectual intuition, that made it
feasible for historical writing to acquire a scientific identity without recourse to an
overall philosophical framework.?® The fact that in this context the notions of active
matter, self-generating motion and purposive development regained some of their
former currency — with ‘organ’, ‘organism’ and ‘organization’ replacing ‘machine’,
‘mechanism’ and ‘mechanization’ as lead metaphors — shows that the shift from
Aristotelian to experiential practices of knowledge-making was neither a clear-cut
process nor one that was ever complete.

Despite this, the Aristotelian theory of knowledge had lost its intellectual pre-
dominance for good in the course of the 18th century. While empirical forms of
discourse had superseded deductive theories as paradigms of scientific inquiry, the
Aristotelian concept of scientia had slowly but surely been supplanted by a new
concept of scientific rationality that emphasized probability rather than certainty.
Conceding that absolute certainty was beyond human grasp in all but a few areas,
many advocates of the new scientificity took their bearing on John Locke’s Essay
Concerning Human Understanding (1689), which distinguished between different
‘degrees of ascent’.“’ In sharp contrast to the demonstrative certainty demanded
by the Aristotelians — and, for that matter, the Cartesians (the followers of René
Descartes) — the truth-claims of this empirical concept of scientificity rested on the
purely pragmatic criterion of critically tested probability. Not unlike evidence in
legal practices, historical evidence was treated as a matter of relative degrees of cer-
tainty (‘beyond reasonable doubt). In his article ‘Histoire’ (1764), Voltaire, one
of the century’s leading historical thinkers, declared with laconic brevity, ‘All cer-
tainty which does not consist in mathematical demonstration is nothing more
than the highest probability; there is no other historical certainty.”! But then
again, as the French mathematician and physicist Pierre Simon Laplace argued in
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his Essai philosophique sur les probabilités (1814): ‘How few things are demon-
strated? Proofs convince only the mind; custom makes our strongest proofs. Who
has demonstrated that a new day will dawn tomorrow or that we die? And what
is more universally believed?’*? The passage from Laplace is indicative of proba-
bilistic attitudes to knowledge and the intellectual confidence that went along with
them.

The ‘probabilistic turn’ is in many respects the keystone of the developments
discussed in this chapter. As the 18th century drew to a close, it had become poss-
ible, on epistemological grounds, to construe historiography as a science. It was
around 1800 that — in the German setting — Aistoria departed from the edifice of
the fine arts under which it had been subsumed along with poetry, rhetoric,
painting and music.* While a growing number of textbooks, such as Johann
Joachim Eschenburg’s introduction to the system of knowledge of 1792, came to
count history among the sciences,® historians themselves now referred with
increasing frequency to historiography as a ‘truly rational science’® that ‘justly
deserved the name of science’.#’ One of the luminaries of historical scholarship in
late 18th-century Germany, August Ludwig Schlézer wanted history even to ‘be
lectured scientifically’ (‘scientifisch vorgetragen werden’).*® The idea of history
being a science was, however, heterogeneous, fragile and by no means universally
shared. After all, the underlying notion of scientificity was a mixed bag of differ-
ing concepts and beliefs, reflecting a fast-changing constellation in the turn-of-
the-century politics of knowledge.

1.6 Some conclusions

1  The scientificity claimed, discussed and practised in historical writing
around 1800 was new in two respects. First, the very linking of the histori-
cal and the scientific was novel in empirical historical writing. Second, the
new scientificity differed fundamentally from the Aristotelian concept of
scientia that had been prevalent in large parts of Europe until far into the
18th century.

2 It was not in opposition to the natural sciences that history developed into a
human science. The dichotomy between the humanities on the one hand, and
the natural sciences on the other, is essentially a progeny of the 19th century
and its particular map of knowledge.

3 There is no reason to assume that at a particular historical juncture historiogra-
phy successfully crossed the threshold of scientificity by developing certain
methods that were, at long last, adequate to the study of history. As Irmline Veit-
Brause has put it, ‘the scientification of history’ was not ‘a linear process towards
a fixed goal of “proper” scientific practice’.’ Scientificity is a moving target and
so is the very nature of what is considered reliable knowledge.
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4 The notion of scientificity not only changed over time; it was also contested, with
different people drawing their distinctions in different places. This, in turn, had
different consequences for the practical outlook of historical writing. Just as the
category of history (as object of inquiry) was understood in radically different
ways by different historical practitioners, so too was the concept of scientificity.

5  Theidea of scientificity did not float freely in conceptual space. As a code of con-
duct, way of knowing and set of methodological maxims, it was inextricably
linked to social institutions, discourses and practices. (For more about this, see
Peter Lambert’s chapter in this volume.)

6 Finally, scientific rationality should not be confused with reason. There is no
substitute for thinking, not even scientificity.
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