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How should modern societies accommodate peacefully the erosion
of traditional forms of authority, political and religious strife, com-
merce and self-interest? Can ever-growing religious and moral plu-
ralism be reconciled with stable government and the rule of law?
These major questions were not only debated by eighteenth-century
political agents and philosophers across Europe; they also underlay
most of the renowned historical works written in this period. The
link between history-writing and the cultural and economic aspects
of the first globalized age was particularly manifest in the works of
the Scottish churchman and historian William Robertson (1721–93).
Robertson, like many of his Enlightenment peers, applied a stadial
theory to the emergence of human civilization (although most of his
works did not explicitly expound the basic philosophical assump-
tions behind this theory). According to the stadial view of history,
different modes of subsistence—from hunting and gathering to agri-
culture to manufacture and commerce—determined the cultural,
political, and intellectual progress of various nations. This was not a
straightforward precedent of Marxist-style historical materialism: the
stadial view, especially as employed by eighteenth-century Scottish
authors, was closely intertwined with contemporary discourses on
human agency, its unintended consequences and relation to provi-
dence, and a moral psychology preoccupied with the tensions be -
tween self-interest and the common good.
Contrary to recent views of Robertson’s oeuvre as much more tra-

ditional than hitherto acknowledged (more rooted in humanistic and
Christian vocabularies), László Kontler uses the German reception of
his writings to rehabilitate Robertson as an innovative and modern-
izing Enlightenment author. The works at the centre of Kontler’s
inquiry are Robertson’s History of Scotland (1759), History of the Reign
of Charles V (1769, especially its extended introduction, ‘A View of the
Progress of Society in Europe’), History of America (1777), and His -
torical Disquisition Concerning the Knowledge which the Ancients Had of
India (1791). In addition to these well-known works, Kontler’s study
includes an excellent chapter on Robertson’s early sermon of 1755,
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The Situation of the World at the Time of Christ’s Appearance. In this
chapter Kontler focuses on the supposed tension between Christian
notions of providence and the relativist or materialist overtones of a
stadial theory of history. By contextualizing Robertson’s work with-
in recent scholarship on the religious aspects of the Enlightenment,
he suggests that this tension is not as pronounced as it may initially
appear. Robertson’s view of divine action as gradual and progressive
left sufficient scope for independent human action; human beings
made free choices, which unintentionally furthered God’s general
plan. 
Throughout the book Kontler uses German translations of

Robertson’s works, as well as reviews of the original English writings
and their German versions, to assess why and how the Scottish his-
torian was read throughout the Holy Roman Empire. Nevertheless,
his main focus is on the University of Göttingen, where enterprising
historians, theologians, ethnologists, and legal scholars reviewed and
commented profusely on Robertson’s histories. Indeed, Kontler
points out the similar predicaments of Scotland and the eighteenth-
century Hanoverian electorate: their peripheral link to the British
crown (despite significant political differences), the conscious
attempt to promote a new culture for the educated public, and the
emphasis on moderate Protestantism at the service of a modernizing
nation.
One of the greatest merits of the book is Kontler’s careful reading

of works by relatively unknown German authors. Next to such major
scholars as Johann Stephan Pütter, Christian Gottlob Heyne,
Christoph Meiners, and Arnold Heeren, we are also introduced to
Johann Philipp Ebeling (pp. 54–6), Ludwig Heinrich von Nicolay (pp.
78–81), Julius August Remer (pp. 112–18), and Georg Friedrich Seiler
(pp. 106–11), among many others. While paying serious attention to
their attempts to render Robertson in their own linguistic and cultur-
al idioms, Kontler eventually seems to agree with the verdict of pos-
terity by subsuming many of them under the prototype of an ‘ambi-
tious and learned but pedantic and somewhat unimaginative provin-
cial scholar’ (p. 149, concerning Remer).
Another important service rendered by Kontler is his drawing of

suggestive links between works by some of these relatively neglect-
ed scholars and more major authors and controversies. One such
fruitful proposal, even in the absence of decisive evidence, is that
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Ebeling’s translation of the sermon by Robertson, published in Ham -
burg in 1779, could have been a contribution to the raging Fragmen -
tenstreit between Lessing and orthodox clergymen. This suggestion is
particularly stimulating given the similarity of the themes discussed
in Robertson’s sermon and in Lessing’s Erziehung des Menschen -
geschlechts (1777–80).
The book deals separately with the contexts of Robertson’s works

and German history-writing (ch. 1), the early sermon and the reli-
gious Enlightenment (ch. 2), Robertson’s ‘View of the Progress of
Society’, the programmatic introduction to his History of Charles V
(ch. 3), the narrative sections of the History of Charles V and the
History of Scotland (ch. 4), and, finally, Robertson’s histories of over-
seas cultures in America and India (ch. 5). Each chapter includes a
sharp analysis of some of the main themes in Robertson’s original
works, especially the organizing stadial idea and the civilizing effects
of commerce, before moving on to a discussion of various German
reviews, translations, abbreviations, versions, and modifications.
Chapter 5 contains a fascinating discussion of the similarities be -
tween Robertson’s views on overseas cultures and the observations
made by Johann Reinhold Forster and his son Georg Forster follow-
ing their circumnavigation of the earth with Captain James Cook.
Georg Forster, who had close ties to the University of Göttingen, also
went on to translate Robertson’s Historical Disquisition on India. By
exploring the anthropological and historiographical affinities be -
tween the young Forster, one of the radical supporters of the French
Revolution in Germany, and the conservative Robertson—by con-
trast to the disagreements between Forster and Christoph Meiners on
similar issues—Kontler throws fresh light on the Enlightenment
Republic of Letters. As he suggests, ‘the differences which separated
such figures did not inexorably divide enlightened opinion until the
French Revolution proceeded beyond the stage of benign constitu-
tional improvement’ (p. 183).
While most of the material in chapters 2 to 5 had already been

published as journal articles over the last decade, the book profits
substantially from new and very useful methodological observations
in its introduction. Legitimizing his method of reinterpreting William
Robertson himself parallel to surveying his German reception,
Kontler suggests that the process of translation may illuminate not
only the target culture but also the original work. The ways in which
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contemporaries approach a certain text, while deeply embedded in
their own cultural contexts, can clarify much of the structure and
meanings of the translated work (pp. 6–9). Kontler criticizes studies
of Enlightenment translation which highlight a supposedly mislead-
ing or wrong rendering of particular terms and themes in the target
culture. He argues persuasively against the ‘tendency to represent
the agent of translation or reception as blameworthy of oversight,
incompetence, or malicious manipulation’, and disapproves of views
of reception as ‘a unilinear process of “passing on” ideal-typical
meanings from authoritative creators to inferior recipients’ (p. 7). Yet
this noteworthy guideline is not always adhered to in the body of the
text. There we find recurrent references to the meagre success and
‘blunders’ of translators (p. 56), ‘unintended distortions’ and ‘unwit-
tingly committed errors’ (p. 84), or ‘inadequate terminology and
inconclusive usage’ (p. 147) on the part of the German recipients.
Such terms do seem to presuppose the translators’ failure to convey
a set of originally clear and distinct (or at least very differently
intended) meanings. 
This point, however, does not detract from the substantial merits

of Kontler’s suggestive and important book. Cautious in his assess-
ment of the overall significance of Robertson’s works in Germany, he
argues that reception took place intensively and extensively, while
direct impact on history-writing is more difficult to identify. Yet this
German reception, circumscribed as it may have been, is expertly
analysed and valuably employed by Kontler to reassess William
Robertson’s own work and the contexts of both its production and its
interpretation. This nuanced and well-researched book makes a seri-
ous contribution to our understanding of the multiple ways in which
history was written, read, used, and debated in the Enlightenment.
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