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THOMAS ALBERT HOWARD , Religion and the Rise of Historicism:
W. M. L. de Wette, Jacob Burckhardt, and the Theological Origins of Nine-
teenth-Century Historical Consciousness (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2000), xi + 250 pp. ISBN 0521 65022 4. £30.00. $US 49.95

Some works on the history of historiography are innovative and take
the subject forward; others sum up the existing state of research.
Peter Hanns Reill’s The German Enlightenment and the Rise of Histor-
icism (1975) is an example of the former, as is Daniel Fulda’s Wissen-
schaft aus Kunst: Die Entstehung der modernen deutschen Geschichts-
schreibung 1760-1860 (1996). The book by Howard under review here,
by contrast, is clearly an example of the latter. Its two main concerns
are to reconstruct the intellectual world of W. M. L. de Wette (1780-
1849), and to ask why J. Burckhardt (1818-97) gave up his theological
studies and turned to history instead. The title suggests something
fundamental, but, to anticipate, the book does not fulfil the aims the
author sets himself.

The Protestant theologian de Wette was influential in both the
German and the English language area, and in his own lifetime was
considered one of the most significant theologians of the age. Since
then, however, he has largely been forgotten. The entries under his
name in the dictionary Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart reflect this
trend. They become shorter and shorter (1910, vol. 2, pp. 3-5; 2nd edn
1927, vol. 1, pp. 1902-3.; 3rd edn 1958, vol. 2, pp. 158-9), until finally,
in the fourth edition of 1999, there is no entry under ‘de Wette’ at all.
The same applies to the Theologenlexikon edited by Wilfried Härle and
Harald Wagner (1987). None the less, the British Old Testament
scholar John Rogerson has written a comprehensive intellectual biog-
raphy1—a work to which Howard clearly owes a much greater debt
than his sparse references suggest (pp. ix, 26, 35, 41, 57, 195, and pas-
sim). This becomes clear when we look at the question of the surveil-
lance of de Wette in the context of the persecution of demagogues, or
at his attempt at intellectual self-reassurance by working on the semi-
autobiographical Theodor.2
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1 W. M. L. de Wette, Founder of Modern Biblical Criticism: An Intellectual Bio-
graphy (Sheffield, 1992).
2 Cf. Rogerson, pp. 147-59 and 165-80 with Howard, pp. 72-7 or 29-33 and 61-
70. 



Whatever the case, Howard provides a good summary of de Wet-
te’s intellectual development. The significance of de Wette’s great
models, such as Herder (pp. 25 ff.) is discussed in relation to him, his
relationship with important contemporaries to whose theories he
devoted a great deal of work, such as David Friedrich Strauss (esp.
pp. 93 ff. and passim) and Schleiermacher (pp. 54 ff.), is elucidated,
and, finally, his most important positions are succinctly and vividly
presented. Moreover Howard, like Rogerson before him, largely fol-
lows the stations of de Wette’s outer life (schooling in Weimar 1796-
9; student and professorial candidate in Jena 1799-1807; professor in
Heidelberg 1807-10; professor in Berlin 1810-19; Weimar period 1819-
22; professor in Basle 1822-49); this allows him to point up continu-
ities and breaks. De Wette’s crucial experience of losing his Berlin
professorship is plausibly explained in terms of a unique mix of
orthodox ideological and political reasons (pp. 71-6; cf. Rogerson, pp.
150 ff.). Wette’s letter of condolence to the mother of Karl Ludwig
Sand,3 who murdered Kotzebue, sealed his fate. In it, he described
Sand’s deed, although illegal, as a ‘beautiful sign of the times’.

Discussion of de Wette accounts for about three quarters of the
text. Howard usefully sums up de Wette’s system of categories. For
de Wette, religious belief and the individual experience of an
‘inkling’ (Ahnung) could not completely replace original research, but
they could be disciplined by knowledge with a secure empirical
grounding in historical research (Howard, pp. 43 ff.). 4

Most of the rest of the book deals with Jacob Burckhardt’s time as
a student, which has been widely treated in the literature. 5 Howard
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3 Reproduced in Ernst Staehelin (ed.), Dewettiana (Basle, 1956), pp. 85-7.
4 Cf. W. M. L. de Wette, Theodor oder des Zweiflers Weihe: Bildungsgeschichte
eines evangelischen Geistlichen (Berlin, 1822), i. p. 85: ‘The view of life spread
over all nature—of all individual life swallowed up in the universal life, the
subsuming (Verschlingung) of all finite things in the infinite—suited our
friend well, as he recognized here a feeling which had often seized him in the
contemplation of nature. He had however always before held it as poetry.
But now is was to be taken as science ( Wissenschaft).’ 
5 See, in general, Werner Kaegi, Jacob Burckhardt: Eine Biographie (Basle, 1947),
esp. i. pp. 387 ff.; Felix Gilbert, ‘Jacob Burckhardt’s Student Years: The Road
to Cultural History’, Journal of the History of Ideas, 47 (1986), pp. 259-74; Wolf-
gang Hardtwig, Geschichtsschreibung zwischen Alteuropa und moderner Welt: Ja-
cob Burckhardt in seiner Zeit (Göttingen, 1974), pp. 96 ff.



has also recently published an essay on ‘Jacob Burckhardt, Religion,
and the Historiography of “Crisis“ and “Transition“’, 6 in which he
argues that there was a close correlation between Burckhardt’s sub-
jective life experience, and the topics he researched and the interpre-
tative models he used. Burckhardt’s personal emotional-religious cri-
sis resulting from his rejection of traditional religious ideas corre-
sponded to his discovery of the Renaissance as a period of transition
wracked by crisis. Howard brings out well the influence of de Wette
in this process of transformation or self-discovery; of course, he can
draw on crystal clear statements by Burckhardt himself (pp. 129 ff.).7

While this complex is mostly well known, 8 Howard is able to add
nuances. In fact, his book presents a good summary of the state of
research, even if this is not how he sees it. Only a small part of it con-
tains interesting, detailed research. He sees his essay and the relevant
passages in the book under review as making a significant contribu-
tion to research on Burckhardt, but more for an English readership
than for historians of historiography who are familiar with the origi-
nal texts. Howard’s study is well presented for an English reader-
ship: all quotations are translated into English, while important
terms are also given in the original German in brackets. 

Yet the main title of the book holds out a promise which the book
ultimately does not keep. Howard refers in passing (pp. 13, 141, 212-
13) to one of the two essays which are directly relevant to his ques-
tion, and which one would have expected him to deal with exten-
sively, namely, Wolfgang Hardtwig’s pioneering ‘Geschichtsre-
ligion—Wissenschaft als Arbeit—Objektivität: Der Historismus in
neuer Sicht’,9 in which he coins the term Geschichtsreligion. Hardtwig
shows that German historicism explicitly and deliberately merged
religion and Wissenschaft (science or scholarship); the key point is the
typically historicist notion of the Historische Ideenlehre. Jörn Rüsen’s
‘Historische Methode und religiöser Sinn—Vorüberlegungen zu
einer Dialektik der Rationalisierung des historischen Denkens in der
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6 Journal of the History of Ideas, 60 (1999), pp. 149-64.
7 Cf., e.g., Jacob Burckhardt, Briefe, ed. Max Burckhardt (Basle, 1949), i. pp. 84-
5. 
8 In this context cf. also Ernst Walter Zeeden, ‘Die Auseinandersetzung des
jungen Jacob Burckhardt mit Glaube und Christentum’, Historische Zeit-
schrift, 178 (1954), pp. 493-514, esp. 497 ff. 
9 Historische Zeitschrift, 252 (1991), pp. 1-32.



Moderne’,10 too, is directly relevant for Howard’s topic. Rüsen’s
essay deals with the complex relationship between methodization as
one of the most important factors in the process of progressive scien-
tification, and the value of meaning potential (Howard, pp. 14-16).

Early modern biblical exegesis reveals the problem of methodiza-
tion in sharp focus: methodical and critical historicization deprives
the holy texts of their religious sense. They gain historical contin-
gency and empirical facticity, but lose their religious significance. To
subject the Bible to source criticism deprives the scriptures of their
holiness and demystifies them, reducing them to statements about
something that actually happened in the past. They no longer bear
the weight of the religious significance that made them historically
interesting. Thus it is clear that de Wette and Burckhardt were not
outsiders in addressing this fundamental problem, but representa-
tive of the academic climate of their time. To look at them in the con-
text of a history of historiography is therefore interesting first
because they suffered personally from this insight—the dilemma was
directly expressed in their biographies and an important part of their
scholarly work consisted of developing specific strategies to address
it—and secondly because both were, and still are, influential in the
subject. Given this, it is surprising that in one place Howard
describes de Wette as merely a ‘secondary theologian’ (p. 5),
although this does not follow from his own findings. By contrast, on
the final pages of his book, he justifies his interest in Burckhardt as
follows: ‘His rejection of Christian orthodoxy (his father), liberal the-
ology (de Wette), and modern philosophy (Hegel) placed him in a
singular and negative position in relation to the dominant outlooks
of his time’ (p. 168). The notion of a ‘singular position’, however, is
highly questionable. It is based on a generalization which, in my
opinion, is not tenable.

Howard quite clearly believes that essential transformation
processes in society and the history of ideas did not happen until the
nineteenth century, and draws on both of his heroes and the term
‘historicism’ for evidence. However, I find Reinhart Koselleck’s the-
sis of a Sattelzeit more convincing. According to this, the crucial shifts
happened at the beginning of the last third of the eighteenth century.
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10 In Wolfgang Küttler et al. (eds), Geschichtsdiskurs (Frankfurt/M., 1994), ii.
pp. 344-77.



And Burckhardt’s biography is not so unusual, as a glance at the
careers of those who became professors of history between 1700 and
1900 reveals: a majority of professional historians had once been stu-
dents of theology.11 This is a complex process of secularization or de-
theologization, but it has nothing to do with atheism. On the con-
trary, it concerns the permeation of other areas of life by genuinely
religious sentiment. One expression of this understanding is the con-
ceptualization of individual belief in the specific form of a ‘private
religion’;12 a later expression was the notion of a Geschichtsreligion.
Burckhardt was not an isolated case.

Howard writes fluently, and the numerous quotations from de
Wette are rendered in good English translations. The structure of
Howard’s argument is always clear, and he often points it out explic-
itly (for example, pp. 9-11, 25, 34, 42, 86 etc.). However, a number of
bibliographical errors are annoying. While the essay by Rüsen
referred to above is quoted in the footnotes (pp. 174, 176, 177), it does
not appear in the bibliography. Instead, a non-existent three-volume
Grundzüge des Historismus is attributed to him (p. 237). Probably what
is meant is Rüsen’s trilogy on Historik: Historische Vernunft, Rekon-
struktion der Vergangenheit, and Lebendige Geschichte. And on p. 231 a
Geschichte des Historismus (1992) is listed as being by Georg Iggers,
Friedrich Jaeger, and Rüsen. This does not exist in this form. The
book in question is by Jaeger and Rüsen, and ironically, Iggers has
been one of the harshest critics of this particular account. 13

Howard chose to use the term ‘historicism’ in his title, and this
attracts special attention. Over the last five years, no fewer than four
volumes of collected essays looking at the problems associated with
this term from different angles have been published, 14 as well as
numerous monographs and collections of essays or important articles
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11 Cf. Horst Walter Blanke ‘Historiker als Beruf’, in id. and Dirk Fleischer,
Aufklärung und Historik (Waltrop, 1991), pp. 248-67. 
12 See Gottfried Hornig, Johann Salomo Semler: Studien zu Leben und Werk des
Hallenser Aufklärungstheologen (Tübingen, 1996), pp. 180-94.
13 ‘Historisches Denken im 19. Jahrhundert. Überlegungen zu einer
Synthese’, in Geschichtsdiskurs (Frankfurt/M., 1997), iii. pp. 459-70.
14 Die Epoche der Historisierung, vol. 3 of the conference series Geschichtsdiskurs
(see above); Otto Gerhard Oexle and Jörn Rüsen (eds), Historismus in den Kul-
turwissenschaften: Geschichtskonzepte, historische Einschätzungen, Grundlagen-
probleme (Cologne, 1996); Wolfgang Bialas and Gérard Raulet (eds), Die Histo-



by individual authors. It is a characteristic of the term ‘historicism’
that it cannot easily be defined. If we attempt to sum up the various,
often ambiguous significations of ‘historicism’, the result would be as
follows: the concept refers to the fundamental meaning of history
and historical thinking for all social and cultural expressions of
human life. Depending on which point of view is taken, the signifi-
cance and value of what is known, in academic jargon, as ‘histori-
cism’ shifts considerably. The term ‘historicism’ has been used in the
academic discourse as a technical term to refer to things as diverse as
a particular methodology in the cultural sciences, a theory of histori-
cal knowledge, a specific interpretation of history, a certain world
view, and a particular (historical) philosophical concept. Each of
these different interpretations stresses different aspects of a complex
problem area, and some of the individual interpretations are mutual-
ly exclusive. This is the case when value connotations are attached to
the term ‘historicism’. Depending on whether the impact of history
on human life is, in general, welcomed, simply stated, or rejected, a
positive, largely neutral, or a pejorative value is attributed to the con-
cept of historicism. 

In his introductory chapter, Howard addresses the problem of
definitions (pp. 12-17). Essentially, he distinguishes two forms of his-
toricism: the ‘classical historicism’ of the nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries, as defined by Friedrich Meinecke and Iggers, and an
independent type, ‘crisis historicism’, as identified by Troeltsch,
which primrily addresses the problem of value relativism. In
Howard’s usage, ‘historicism’ refers both to a period in the history of
the discipline which is now over, and a problematic situation in the
theory of the subject. This is not unusual. Indeed, it is a basic aspect
of every work on the history of historiography. 15 But Howard’s cen-
tral argument – ‘simply put, in the 1830s Burckhardt experienced (as
an emotional-religious crisis) precisely what Troeltsch described in
the 1920s (as an intellectual inevitability)’ (p. 13) is questionable in
both senses of the word.
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rismusdebatte in der Weimarer Republik (Frankfurt/M., 1996); and finally,
Gunter Scholtz (ed.), Historismus am Ende des 20. Jahrhunderts: Eine inter-
nationale Diskussion (Berlin, 1997). 
15 In this context cf. also Horst Walter Blanke, Historiographiegeschichte als Hi-
storik (Stuttgart, 1991).
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