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Abstract: This article seeks to reconcile a historicistssvity to how intellectually
virtuous behavior is shaped by historical contexith a non-relativist account of
historical scholarship. To that end, it disting@istbetweeiierarchies of intellectual
virtues and hierarchies of intellectual goodghe first hierarchy rejects a one-size-
fits-all model of historical virtuousness in favaira model that allows for significant
varieties between the relative weight that histegianust assign to intellectual virtues
in order to acquire justified historical understangd It grounds such differences, not
on the historians’ interests or preferences, butheir historiographical situations, so
that hierarchies of virtues are a function of themdnds that historiographical
situations (defined as interplays of genre, resegrestion, and state of scholarship)
make upon historians. Likewise, the second hiesaatlows for the pursuit of various
intellectual goods, but banishes the specter aditividm by treating historical
understanding as an intellectual good that is domise of historical scholarship and
therefore deserves priority over alternative goddie position that emerges from this
Is classified as a form afeak historicism
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Introduction

Imagine two historians engaged in complex scholaelgearch. One of them is at
work on a Leopold von Ranke biography; the othex participates in a project aimed
at reconstruction of national accounts (that ismnpeehensive measurements of
production, income, and expenditure activitiesyamious European countries in the

nineteenth century. Both historians face a daurtasg, but for different reasons. The



Ranke scholar finds herself confronted with a \@asbunt of specialized literature on
Ranke’s youth, Lutheran background, appointmenBaitlin, teaching activities,
philosophical outlook, archival trips to Venice,damvolvement in the Bavarian
Academy of Sciences and Humanities. Drawing onwigialth of literature, she writes
a biography that aims to tie together the strarffd@amke’s life and work, realizing
that such a work of synthesis not only requiresdabgh familiarity with the existing
literature, but also makes significant demands @mnifnaginative power, insight, and
judgment. The second historian, by contrast, hakimp to synthesize. In his newly
emerging field of research, all attention is foals@ a quest for data that will allow
for statistical generalization. Whereas arable fagrand stockbreeding are relatively
well-documented economic sectors, accurate datat &ooticultural production in the
nineteenth century are notoriously rdré=ortunately, this second historian has
stumbled across some wonderfully detailed busiaessunts kept by Flemish fruit
and vegetable growers. His task, then, is to diBtim this material the relevant
production and expenditure data, to estimate tlwvers’ market share through
comparison with other horticultural farms in theuntry, and to calculate on this basis,
with the highest possible reliability, the sectocsntribution to Belgium’s gross
domestic product.

Imagine, furthermore, that both of these resegmajects figure as case-
studies in a philosophical investigation of intetleal virtuousness. Given that virtue
epistemologists are nowadays increasingly intedestet merely in simple “the cat is
on the mat” sorts of knowledge, but also in sucmglex forms of understanding as
required for appreciating Dostoyevskyree Brothers Karamazaw for grasping the
nuances of another person’s character, this thoegiperiment is not entirely
unrealistic. If such virtue epistemologists as larithgzebski, Robert C. Roberts, and
W. Jay Wood argue that intellectual virtues aresesly relevant to “high-end kinds
of knowledge like scientific discoveries, the sabtinderstanding of difficult texts,
[and] moral self-knowledge;"they might do worse than examine the intellectual
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virtues exercised by historians engaged in Rangraphies or working on historical
national accounts. So imagine that these philosspéek: Which intellectual virtues
do the Ranke biographer and the student of Flematicultural returns have to
practice in order to make a worthwhile contributiinhistorical scholarship? Must
they practice the same set of intellectual virtueghe same order, and to the same
degree? Or do these two historians have to pradiféerent kinds of intellectually
virtuous behavior in order to contribute to a bettederstanding of the past?

Recent scholarship in historiography, or the stafiijow historians study the
past, has lent a certain urgency to these quesiidmas been argued that historians do
not at all agree about what counts as intellectuattuous behavior. A case has been
made that different traditions of historical schiskap — for example, economic
history as practiced by the student of nineteestittay Belgian national accounts
and intellectual history as represented by Rank&xgrapher — may have rather
different perceptions of the sort of intellectuadhlvior that historians have to
exercise. Although such perceptions tend to ovetlepdifferences between them can
be significant enough to warrant the conclusion, tempirically speaking, historians
are not always unanimous about what counts asleénteally virtuous behaviot.
Moreover, even if historians agree on the imporapicsuch an intellectual virtue as
“accuracy,” what it means to them to be accuratéhéir research and writing cannot
be stated unequivocally. It depends, among othagsh on the relative weight they
attribute to this particular virtue, that is, onwhdhey relate accuracy to other
intellectual virtues, such as firmness, courage, eawtion. This is why only thick
descriptions — descriptions of intellectual virtaoass sensitive to the particularities
of a historian’s context and situation — can flesth what it means to be intellectually

virtuous? This, finally, becomes all the more apparent whenexpand the range of
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our analysis beyond modern-day academics so asctode historians from other
times and places. Confronted with historiographpraktices from early Han China or
the early Frankish Middle Ages, which differ sigo#intly from what would
nowadays be recognized as historical scholarshis hard, if not impossible, to
escape the conclusion that what historians regardtellectually virtuous behavior is
to a large extent “shaped by historical contexts.”

The question that then rises is to what extent sliféérences across time and
situations can be justified. Let me clarify at thetset that “justification” in this
context is not a shorthand for “epistemologic fisdtion.” Epistemic justification,
after all, is focused on the reasons people havédlwing certain beliefs about the
world. According to William P. Alston, “To say th&tis justified in believing that is
to imply that there is something all right, satcd€ay, in accord with the way things
should be, about the fact that S believes fh&tYet, in the case of historians who
privilege certain intellectual virtues over othetlse question is not to what extent
these scholars are justified in believing certdimds about the past, but to what
extent “there is something all right, satisfactanyaccord with the way things should
be” about the fact that they privilege certain wéig over others in their attempts to
contribute to a better understanding of the pdsé i§sue at stake is not beliefs about
the world, but intellectually virtuous behavior.

| speak about justification, nonetheless, becafisgeonormative connotations
of this word. Justifcation refers to satisfactotgtes of affairs, to something that is
considered “all right,” or to practices that ara ‘accord with the way things should
be.” It presupposes “duty,” “obligation,” and “rdgement.”’ To speak about
historians being justified in privileging certaimtéllectual virtues over others, then, is
to speak about the relative appropriateness of sanluct. It raises the question on
what grounds it is appropriate for the student eligian national accounts to prioritize
other intellectual virtues than the Ranke biograpMore specifically, it raises the
question whether and on what grounds one can ppsddom that both historians
make a worthwhile, desirable, appropriate contrdyuto understanding the past, even

though they assign different weight to differentwes.
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By thus equating “justified conduct” with “worthwhj desirable, and
appropriate contributions to understanding the,pastish to be understood not only
as employing justification in a broader sense tisacustomary in epistemology, but
also as dissociating myself from foundationalistcamts of justification. Saying that
historians are justified in privileging certain tuies over others does not imply that
such an act of privileging is justified to the exttéhat it produces justified knowledge
about the past. Given that | measure desirabihty @ppropriateness, not in terms of
justified knowledge, but in terms of worthwhile ¢obutions to understanding the
past, | employ a standard that is best describemgoundationalisandcontextual
It is non-foundationalist in the sense that whaints as a worthwhile contribution to
understanding the past depends not only on itstyalid make sense of source
material, but also on its ability to make an imgment on the existing literature. The
standard is contextual, moreover, in so far as avgment depends on the state of the
literature, that is, on the (historically contingjesituation in which the historian finds
him- or herself. Yet, as | shall explain in whalidas, despite its high sensitivity to
context, the standard | employ for measuring appaigness is alsnon-relativist in
the sense that the Ranke biographer and the stofl@ational accounts, in so far as
they want to make a worthwhile contribution to urstiending the past, are not free to
choose whatever virtues they like.

In a sense, then, this paper seeks to reconcilstaribist awareness of how
intellectual virtues are shaped by their historm@htexts with a non-relativist account
of historical scholarship. | shall argue that tve historians chosen as our case-study
are justified in employing differertierarchiesof intellectual virtues, because they
are engaged in what | call different historiograjhsituations. Likewise, in response
to historiographical traditions that are signifidgndifferent from what would
nowadays be recognized as sound historical sclnipark argue that historians are
justified in pursuing whatever intellectual gootisy want, but that, as scholars, they
are unjustified in prioritizing any of these goasove historical understanding — the

intellectual good that | consider as constituti¥éistorical scholarship.

Let us start with the question to what extent tlaalk® biographer and the economic

historian share the same set of intellectual vatusssumed that both of them do



whatever they can to excel in their jobs, theis s#tvirtues are likely to display at
least some overlap. Among other things, both hietsrdo their best to be accurate, in
the sense of attentive to precision. Both try tojus, in the sense of giving fair
consideration to all relevant sources or factorgthBalso seek to practice the virtue of
intellectual courage that is as indispensable fesessing the role of Lutheran
providentialism in Ranke’s philosophy of history iags for estimating the market
share of Flemish fruit-growing companies in thedimh horticultural sector (in the
absence of other hard data). At the same timegetlagppear to be differences.
Understanding the intricacies of Ranke’s charaequires a dose of empathy, charity,
and humility that is not normally needed for caétirig monetary profits and losses.
Likewise, synthesizing a significant body of secanyditerature requires the ability to
negotiate a delicate balance between autonomy amergsity vis-a-vis earlier
authors on the subject that the world’s first spkstii on Flemish fruit growers does
not have to care about.

Does this imply that the sets of virtues employgabr two historians are not
identical? Such a conclusion would be foregone.dhtwough the economic historian
neither has to capture the fine texture of a pésstmaracter nor has to relate to a pile
of secondary literature, this does not imply thaichn afford to ignore such virtues as
empathy, charity, and generosity. He needs a cestaount of empathy, for example,
to make sense of accounts that are confusinglyeamshly kept. Likewise, a healthy
dose of humility will prevent him from too large amount of confidence in the
significance and reliability of his statistical gealizations. So, the fact that different
historians in different situations assign differevetight to different virtues does not
warrant the conclusion that their sets of virtues @on-identical. Their difference
may be no differences &fnd, but differences aflegreeandemphasis

Could one argue, then, that the tasks faced byRr#mke biographer and the
agricultural specialist are so different as to regdifferenthierarchiesof intellectual
virtues? While the list of virtues necessary fdRanke biography may be headed by
empathy and firmness, the most important virtuegtie economic historian may be
attentiveness and accuracy. This means that ouhistorians have to prioritize some
virtues over others, in the sense of practicingwinties that are most important in
their research with more energy and to a higheredethan those that are less crucial
for the task at hand. Calculating the monetaryifmand losses of a Flemish fruit

grower is a task so different from understanding tiindset of a nineteenth-century



German professor that an historian engaged in grajamber one needs to give
priority to other intellectual virtues than an bisan involved in project number two.

Under what circumstances, then, is it justifiecptritize some virtues over
others? What makes the two historians’ tasks sierdiiit that they are justified to
assign different weights to different virtues? bshl like to suggest that hierarchies
of intellectual virtues depend ohistoriographical situations that is, on the
interaction between (1) the genre of writing, (2 historian’s research question, and
(3) the state of the literature. Genres of writimglude the research article of
monograph, based on extensive primary source i&@setfe literature survey, which
analyzes recent research conducted in a parti@eldrof inquiry, and the textbook,
which synthesizes the current state of insight iatgarticular theme or period.
Rudimentary as this typology is — a more detailggbkogy would be desirable — it
suffices to illustrate that hierarchies of intetlesd virtues cannot be identical in all
circumstances. A textbook author usually is in tgeaeed of synthetic power —
which may correspond to the virtue of intellectéialmness — than the author of a
detailed research article. Besides, the historiaes&earch question, or the problem
that he or she aims to help solving, plays a ctuoia. A chapter on the question “At
what hour did the murderers of Julius Caesar gathehe Ides of March 44 B.C.?” is
likely to engage in a rather different type of @®h than a book on “China, Europe,
and the making of the modern world econorfiyWhereas the first project aims to
settle a factual matter (“when”), the second engagecomplex types of explanation
(“why”). Likewise, the historian who tries to recruct Belgian national accounts
(“how much”) has to perform intellectual labor @ifént from that of the historian
aiming at understanding the intricacies of Rank&hiaracter (“what was the man
like”).

Finally, the state of the literature also servesaasonstitutive element of
historiographical situations. How different is tiask of our Ranke biographer, whose
research builds on dozens of older monographs andrilds of previously published
articles on the “father of modern historiographggmpared to the pioneering work

that our second historian conducts in Flemish lmssrarchives. Whereas the former

8 John Ramsey, “At What Hour Did the Murderers dfutuCaesar Gather on the Ides of March 44
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PomeranzThe Great Divergence: China, Europe, and the Makihthe Modern World Economy
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is, explicitly or not, in constant conversation lwélternative interpretations, the latter
has neither the benefit nor the burden of suchxastieg body of literature. So, when

I claim that our two historians find themselvedifferent historiographical situations,
this term refers to an interaction of genre, reseg@uestion, and state of scholarship
that works out differently for each of these twetbrians.

My claim, then, is that different hierarchies ofeltectual virtues are justified
in different historiographical situations. Deperglon their historiographical situation,
historians will have to prioritize certain virtueser others or concentrate on some
virtues more than on others. They are justifieddaso because their understanding of
the past will not be increased without such sitral fine-tuning. What it means to
increase historical understanding after all depamdthe genre, the research question,
and the state of the literature. How historicalight can be improved cannot be
specified without paying attention to the demandlsaospecific historiographical
situation. Historians aiming to contribute to ateetunderstanding of the past are
therefore not only allowed, but even required tontize their virtues in the light of
the situation in which they find themselves. Diffet hierarchies of intellectual

virtues are justified on the basis of differentdimgraphical situation$.

All this suggests at least two reasons why it wdaddinappropriate to approach our
historians with a checklist at hand, ticking offiathvirtues they need and which ones
they do not need. In the first place, the practjah an intellectual virtue — or a moral

virtue, for that matter — can never be describeldimary terms (“yes” or “no”). For if

it is true that the Ranke biographer and the ecandistorian have many intellectual

virtues in common, but employ these virtues inetéght ways — each in their own

° | do not claim that different hierarchies of iméetual virtues are justified on the basis of the
historian’s personal interests or preferencespatth such factors usually exercise a considerable
influence on how historical scholarship is conddcighis, in turn, is not to deny the legitimacy for
historians to follow their own interests or prefeces, but rather to acknowledge that such inteegsts
preferences do not contribute to thstificationof historical understanding. In other words: evien i
historians, as is usually the case, do their work manner strongly influenced by their personal
interests and preferences, only their historiogiatsituations can justify their hierarchies of
intellectual virtues. In more practical terms: wlehook reviewer judges that the authors of a certa
publication should have exercised more tact anefgbuess in their explanations of past events, this
judgment is based on what the authors should here th their historiographical situation — not on
whether the authors like such virtues as tact anefelness or have a capacity for them. This insplie
that the book reviewer operates from the assumptianhierarchies of intellectual virtues cannot be
justified on the basis of personal interests ofguemces.



way prioritizing some virtues over others, as iprapriate in their historiographical
situation — then it is, in the first place, nottparlarly informative to sayhatthe two
historians are accurate and fair. It would be mrexealing to leartnowthey practice
these virtues, each in their own way, in their asiimation. This implies, secondly,
that a checklist approach unavoidably results mnt descriptions of intellectually
virtuous behavior. Thin are those descriptions {h&y no attention to the specific
demands placed upon historians by the historiogecaphituations in which they find
themselves. “Thick” descriptions, by contrast,ttyyspecify what historians in a given
historiographical situation have to do in ordeririorease their understanding of the
past (which intellectual virtues are most crucratheir situation and how hard these
virtues must be practiced in order to reach adequaterstanding). Accordingly,
only thick descriptions can explain the differerosgween the Ranke biographer and
the horticultural historian, in so far as theireiitectual virtues are concern&l.

A third, additional reason for rejecting the chéstkhpproach is that virtuous
behavior is never an issue of either/or, but alwaysatter of degree. Carefulness, for
example, is not something one either possessestpbuat rather a virtue one can
practice to a greater or lesser extent. Nobodyeideptly careful or completely
careless, just as there is not a single person iwhaither perfectly good or totally
depraved of goodness. Yet one can try to be maefutain the sense of practicing
this particular virtue harder than one previously, gust as one can do one’s best to
become a morally better person. Virtues are medsomea scale rather than with a
“yes or no” checklist. Instead, then, of askimgetherhistorians practice the virtue of
caution, we should inquiréow cautious are they?

For these three reasons, | am not particularlyésted in the question whether
there are “universal” intellectual virtues, thatiigtellectual virtues that all historians
in all situations have to practice. Mark Day, fostance, makes a case for precision
and consilience (or accuracy and fairness, in myitelogy) as the two single most
important virtues for historians® Although his examination of which virtues
historians actually cherish results in an impredgiviong list, he deliberately

condenses these empirical findings into a twofahgherative: “maximize scope of

% The terminology is, of course, indebted to Clitf@eertz, “Thick Description: Toward an
Interpretive Theory of Culture” in Geerfghe Interpretation of Cultures: Selected EssNsw York:
Basic Books, 1973), pp. 3-30.

1 Mark Day, The Philosophy of History: An Introducti¢hondon; New York: Continuum, 2008), p.
42.



material covered while ensuring unity; and maximescision while ensuring
clarity.”*? One wonders, however, what the point is of idgimti such “universal”
intellectual virtues — those required for all histas in all historiographical situations
— when the differences between our two historiansso far as their intellectual
virtues are concerned, appear not to lie in thd kinvirtues they have to practice, but
rather in the mannar degrean which they need to practice them. Moreover, what
the point of presenting precision and consiliereenast essential without specifying
their relative position in hierarchies of intelleat virtues? It cannot be assumed that
these hierarchies are always, in all situationsadked by accuracy and fairness.
Whereas the horticultural historian may need torfize the former over the latter,
the reverse may be true for the Ranke biographer.

Based on the foregoing, one might argue that wisabians universally need
is not a virtue, but rather a “meta-virtue.” Whastbrians in all historiographical
situations need is a certain amounpbfonesisin order to grasp the demands of the
situation.Phronesis or the tact to invoke the right word at the righte and place, is
what historians need when they have to establishafthies of intellectual virtues
that are fine-tuned to the situation. Precisely ttee extent that different
historiographical situations make different demarustorians need the Aristotelian
meta-virtue ofphronesisin order to discern what it takes, in each of th&seations,

to make a contribution to a better understandintpefpast?
1"

Imagine now that the experimental population ndy @onsists of the two scholars
just mentioned — the Ranke biographer and the rmastoimmersed in Flemish
business accounts — but also includes historiam tither periods and regions, such
as Saint Gregory of Tours, the Gallo-Roman bishog historian known for his

Historia francorum and Sima Qian, the so-called “father of Chinasehography,”

21hid., p. 24 (italics in original).

13 Onphronesisn Aristotle, see Jessica Moss, “Virtues Make @eal Right’: Virtue andPhronesisn
Aristotle’s Ethics,”"Phronesis56 (2011), 204-261. On tact as “a special sengitand sensitiveness to
situations and how to behave in them, for whichwdedge from general principles does not suffice,”
see also Hans-Georg Gadanteyth and Methodtrans. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall,
2nd ed. (New York: Continuum, 1998), p. 16.



whose Shiji or Records of the Grand Historiamppeared around 90 B¢To what
extent would this increase of the population undeestigation affect the conclusions
just reached?

Scholars of historiography may be eager to pointloat these historians were
committed to forms of historical inquiry that arartlly comparable to those practiced
in modern academia. Speaking about intellectuali®jrthey might argue that ancient
and medieval historians, each in their own way,enxmmmitted to ideals of scholarly
selfhood and notions of intellectual virtuousndsa few historians would nowadays
accept. For this reason, they might suggest that wbunts as intellectually virtuous
behavior changes over time and place. No modemlachafter all, still accepts Sima
Qian’s conviction that the fortunes and misfortunépeople are best explained under
reference to the Confucian notion of a cosmic ofdan), which requires historians
to possess the ability to discern whether or naipfeelive in accordance with the
dao’ Likewise, it would be hard to find a modern defendf Gregory’s view that
faithful adherence to what the Bible teaches intenatof history is a virtue that
contributes to a better understanding of the PaSb, empirically speaking, what
counts as intellectually virtuous behavior is ntthed in stone: different traditions
have different perceptions of this.

The pressing question then is to what extent Siean @nd Gregory were
justified in employing virtues, or sets of intellectual ues, that are different from
those of our Ranke biographer and economic histotiaall this a pressing question
because it seems to place us in the awkward dilepfrhaving to chose between (1)
the view that different standards of intellectuatuousness can legitimately exist
alongside each other — a view that is sometimedigitip adopted by historians of
historiography — and (2) the claim that Sima Qiaa &regory do not qualify as

intellectually virtuous historians because theyndb meet our standard of intellectual

“When | classify them as “historians,” | do noeind to attribute to these persons any other common
qualities than that they studied the past. Fomélai reason, a recent global survey of historical
thought and practice identifies historians, inlbheadest possible sense, with persons “who have
recorded and/or represented the past either qaegrgbnal interest or with some wider social or
political purpose in mind.” These include storylded in sub-Saharan African communities and those
pre-Columbian Andean peoples who usedghipuas a recording device for communal memories. See
Daniel Woolf,A Global History of Histor{Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011),.p. 5

5 F -H. Mutschler, “Sima Qian and His Western Cajlees: On Possible Categories of Description”,
History and Theory46 (2007), 197.

16 Adriaan H. B. BeukelaaHistoriography and Episcopal Authority in Sixth-Gery Gaul: The

Histories of Gregory of Tours Interpreted in thelistorical Contex{Gottingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 1994), pp. 52-54.



virtuousness. The first view would be hard to rexdlenwith my argument that only
hierarchies of intellectual virtues can justifialdiffer from one situation to another.
Moreover, it seems to embrace a relativism withardgo intellectual virtuousness
that is unlikely to stand critical scrutiny.The second view looks hardly more
attractive, though. It seems to exclude that whativates historical inquiry in the
first place, namely, the possibility that we magrlefrom those who lived before us,
that we may enrich ourselves with their insightg] avercome some of our flaws and
limitations. In other words, does not the secorelwassume priori that we have a
better understanding of what intellectual virtuassis than Sima Qian or Gregory
had? But why, then, would we care about their vi@vvirtuousness? Yet, if we
suspend our judgment and open ourselves to whiairilaiss call the “foreignness” or
“strangeness” of the past, how could we do so withecitly adopting a relativist
stance similar to the view expounded under (1)?

In order to escape this dilemma, | should likentindduce a further conceptual
category. Whereas the two historians discussedhén pgrevious sections merely
worked in different historiographical situationsdaconsequently, employed different
hierarchies of intellectual virtues, the more hegeneous group of historians that
now demands our attention also confronts us witferdint hierarchies of intellectual
goods Intellectual goods are the aims of intellectunjuiry or, in the context of this
paper, the goods that historical research is swgupds deliver’® One obvious
example of such a good is historical understandifgch might be defined loosely as
insight into past state of affairs. Historians wdoprimary aim is historical
understanding try to increase their ability to $pegiably about past state of affairs.
They are not primarily focused on moral judgmergsthetic pleasure, or social
recognition, but on grasping how the world lookiéé in former days?

Understanding, however, is not the only good thstiorical inquiry may aim

at. This becomes apparent if we consult Sima Qi&figi — arguably the most

" Mark Bevir, The Logic of the History of Ideg€ambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), pp.
106-124.

18 Roberts and Woodntellectual Virtuegsee above, n. 2), pp. 32-58.

9 For convenience’s sake, | take understanding averarching category forersteheranderklaren—
terms in which historians and philosophers of histtave traditionally framed their views of what
historical inquiry is aimed at. See Guiseppina @CHistoriographic Understanding,” in Aviezer
Tucker (ed.)A Companion to the Philosophy of History and Histgraphy(Chichester: Wiley-
Blackwell, 2009), pp. 142-151. | will not here trysettle the question how understanding relates to
knowledge, but note that the former is usually @ered to presuppose and/or expand on the latter.
See, e.g., Kvanvig/alue of Knowledgésee above, n. 2), pp. 185-203 and Riggs, “Undedgtg
Virtue” (see above, n. 2), pp. 203-226.



influential historical study that has ever beentteri®® If we take the author to his
word, his most important aim was to show by his@rmeans the rightfulness of the
Confuciandaa As a specialist in the field of Chinese historagghy explains, Sima
Qian made a sustained “attempt to organize théitwadnto a clean Confucian unity”
so as to illustrate that “the way of heaven” is@wright and just: Given that not all
historical events and situations discussed in3hgi neatly corresponded to what
Confucianism traditionally understood the way oaven to be, there is a tendency in
the Shiji to turn towards “theodicy,” or explication of whiyet way of heaven is never
unjust. The good, then, that Sima Qian pursuedgalibnis line was neither an
understanding of the past through Confucian lensesn understanding of tidaoas
such, but rather gustification of the way of heaven vis-a-vis the apparent
incomprehensibilities of human history. Besideg Han historian aimed for what
one may describe aspaeservationof the past. He recorded past events, on a then-
unprecedented scale, “in order to prevent the frash slipping into darkness
forever.” This urge to record was not only aimed at undeditey the past, but also,
and perhaps more importantly, at fulfilment of thenfucian demand to honor one’s
ancestors by not allowing their names to sink ottbvion. Thirdly, theShiji intended
to serve alidacticgoal by treating historical persons and situatiamsoral examples
— even though, as Stephen W. Durrent argues, timsvas sometimes mitigated by
the author’'s insatiable appetite for well-wroughor®s, which let him create “a
kaleidoscope of characters who are not easily ifledsand turned into unequivocal
examples®

Similar observations could be made aboutHeoria francorum or History
of the Franksthat Gregory of Tours wrote in the late sixthtaey Which intellectual
goods did Gregory hope to acquire? Apart from hisad understanding, he clearly
hoped to attain a sort of temporal orientationf thaa sense of where humanity was
on the time line between Creation and Judgment Bayost every chapter of his
book engages in counting the number of years that passed since Adam and Eve,
so that the reader will know how many years theedeft before the 6,000 years that

God has allotted to human history are finished.héligh, of course, such an

2 Woolf, Global History of History(see above, n. 14), p. 63.

%L Stephen W. DurranThe Cloudy Mirror: Tension and Conflict in the Vifiigs of Sima QiaifAlbany,
NY: State University of New York Press, 1995), @. 2

2 bid., p. 7.

23 Mutschler, “Sima Qian” (see above, n. 15), 199:dD0rrant,Cloudy Mirror (see above, n. 21), p.
143.



orientation required elements of understanding,g@mnge the bishop, claimed to
provide his calculations with a more pastoral goahind (“for the sake of those who
are losing hope as they see the end of the wortdrmpnearer and nearefj For him,
then, temporal orientation was not in the first cgplaa matter of historical
understanding, but of religious assurance. Alde Bima Qian, Gregory assigned
considerable worth to the didactic function of drgtwriting. “I have had to devote
much of my space to the quarrels between the wiekeldthe righteous,” he stated, or
rather understated, as the pages following thitadson loudly trumpet how eternal
punishment awaits the wicked, while those followi@grist shall reign in glory”
Instruction of his audience clearly ranked high @regory’s list of intellectual

goods?®
v

As these examples show, intellectual goods oftenecm the plural. This is not only
true of historians in now long-gone ages. The Rattwlar, for instance, may not
only want to acquire a finely textured understagdi Ranke’s life and work. She
may also wish to learn from Ranke how to be a dustbrian. In the spirit of Jacob
Burckhardt's celebrated remark that historical ingus “to make us not shrewder
(for next time) but wiser (for everf®she may want to improve herself through
sustained engagement with such a great and conggidmure as Ranke. Or, in a
rather different spirit, she may want to pass s@me of judgment on the relative
worth of Ranke’s achievement. She may hold it ummasxample of intellectually
virtuous scholarship or dissociate herself from tharocentric assumptions that
underlie so much of Ranke’s work.

| can think of no reason for any of these intellattgoods to be dismissed out
of hand as illegitimate for historians to pursuehd&ver confines historical inquiry to
a quest for historical understanding, or dismigbesdesire of historians to evaluate,

4 Gregory of ToursThe History of the Franksrans. Lewis Thorpe (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books
1974), p. 67.

% bid., p. 63.

%6 0On such intellectual goods in medieval historipgwamore generally: Franz-Josef Schmale,
Funktion und Formen mittelalterlicher Geschichtsgihung: Eine EinfuhrungDarmstadt:
Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1985), esplpp-164.

%" Quoted in Lionel GossmaBasel in the Age of Burckhardt: A Study in UnseabtmldeagChicago;
London: University of Chicago Press, 2000)272.



judge, and learn from the pagpso factorejects much of what thrives historical
research. | am therefore prepared to accept teat ik a variety of intellectual goods
(not to mention non-intellectual goods, such assqeal recognition, career
advancement, and monetary profft)l am prepared to defend that historians can
legitimately pursue any of these intellectual ameh-mtellectual goods. However, |
reject the idea that all these goods are equalhyifstant. |1 deny that historians whose
work aspires to serious scholarship are free toripde among these goods (to place
instruction above understanding, for example). Adocwly, | disagree with the
relativist claim that theShiji and theHistoria francorumare equally acceptable as
works of historical scholarship as a modern-daykRdriography or reconstruction of
Belgian national accounts.

The key to this position lies in the assumptiort ttineere arehierarchies of
intellectual goodsjust as there are hierarchies of intellectuaiueis. Understanding,
instruction, and judgment all qualify as intellestgoods, but do not serve as equally
important aims of historical scholarship. One camagine, by way of example, that
the Ranke scholar prioritizes instruction (what cdre learn from Ranke?) over
judgment (why would take issue with him?), but eadossly subordinates both of
these aims to what she, correctly, perceives asntbst important good of historical
scholarship: understanding the past. Other histeyivorking on themes that tend to
raise moral objections (slavery, genocide, etcgy ime stronger inclined to judge than
to learn from the past they examine, but also dlibate both of these goals to the
good of historical understanding. By contrast, winakes Sima Qian and Gregory of
Tours appear as “unprofessional” historians in modeyes is that they seem to
privilege such goods as learning and judgment owelerstanding. It is not merely
that they insufficiently practice such virtues asition and accuracy — virtues that
account for much of the “critical” attitude in whiegnodern historiography often takes
pride — but that they let learning and judgmentetgkiority over understanding.
Although historical understanding unmistakably atanks among the goods they

8 Such non-intellectual goods are vivid examplewioét Alasdair Maclntyre calls “external goods,”
or derivates of a practice whossson d’étreis defined by an “internal good.” However, my catag
of “intellectual goods” is slightly broader tharattof MaciIntyre’s “internal goods.” Although | agre
with Maclintyre that a human practice (historicdi@arship in this case) is usually constituted hlyo
a single intellectual good (historical understagdimthis case), this does not imply, in my viehatt
all other goods classify as “external.” | shoukeklio think that a desire to learn from the pastss
external (even if not central) to the practice istdrical scholarship than, for example, career
advancement or monetary profit. See Alasdair MgctniAfter Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory
(London 1981).



seek to acquire, understanding does not appeaau® the prominent place it enjoys
in our two previous cases. Of course, what disistggs our modern-day historians
from their ancient and medieval colleagues is hat the former, unlike the latter,
apply themselves exclusively to understanding . Such a claim would overlook
the degree to which modern-day historians are a&lsonsciously or not, involved in
evaluation and judgment of the past under invetitigd®’ The crucial point is rather
that understanding has a number one priority iir therarchies of intellectual goods.

Although such priorities can never be enforcedp lthink that hierarchies of
intellectual goods must be headed by the good dérstanding for historical inquiry
to be recognizable ascholarly researchHistorical understanding is constitutive of
historical scholarship. For this reason, understandust be assigned priority over
all other possible intellectual (as well as norelieictual) goods for historical inquiry
to quality as scholarship. This implies that otgeods can be legitimately pursued
only in so far as they do not harm the historia®arch for understanding. Whenever
intellectual goods threaten to collide with eadheot— for example, when the purpose
of providing moral clarity appears incompatible lwithe aim of understanding a
world in which black and white were tightly entwihe- the latter has to take
precedence. Historians who opt for different soli to such a conflict may
legitimately do so, but at the cost of no longengesngaged in scholarly work. This
same demarcation criterion allows historians toyd#me Shiji and theHistoria
francorum the status of historical scholarship. Preciselysinfar as these works
subordinate historical understanding to the purstiibther intellectual goods, they
cannot legitimately claim to be specimen of scHglaork.

Please note, however, that this does not implyhlsabrians prioritizing other
goods than understanding are engagedll@gitimate work. | have no wish to
challenge the legitimacy of historical work modekgter Sima Qian’s or Gregory’'s
example. Although such work would not qualify ascentribution to historical
scholarship, it may aspire to, for instance, litgravorth. Just as the&hiji can

nowadays be read profitably as a literary cla¥sszich work may virtuously engage

29 Mark Day helpfully distinguishes between a numtiirelations with the past” (epistemic,
preservative, dialogic, and practical). Althougte enay disagree with Day about the number and the
nature of these relationships, he identifies amirgmt point in asserting that “the critical eprate
relationship with the past is bound up in otheatiehs with the past.” Dayhilosophy of Historysee
above, n. 11), p. 9.

% purrant,Cloudy Mirror (see above, n. 21), p. 117. “We so frequently retaRecords of the
Historian, as we return to other of the world’s great classbecause this text is as difficult and



in a pursuit of other intellectual goods than ustirding. In fact, such a great
historical novel as Graham SwiftWaterlandis a first-rate intellectual achievement
precisely because, not unlike t8hiji, it dares to subordinate historical understanding
(as defined above) to a pondering about such thasghe nature of traditions and the
extent to which human beings can free themselas fnherited beliefs and practices.
Someone seeking to understand the history of tims Fethe eastern English region
where Swift locates his narrative — is better agl¥ito turn to a scholarly monograph,
but a reader in pursuit of, for example, insight ihuman character can do worse than
spend some evenings witVaterland®** Accordingly, the precedence of historical
understanding over other intellectual goods is aggolute; it merely serves as a
demarcation criterion between approaches to theetipaisare scholarly acceptable and
those that are not. As such, however, it explaihg istorians rightly reject th8hiji
and theHistoria francorumas serious contributions to historical scholarship.

Finally, 1 should like to point out that it is npbssible to specifya priori
which goods have to rank number two, three or fauthe historian’s hierarchy of
intellectual goods, or the grounds on which suctkiregs can be justified. Historians
engaged in scholarly research can only be expdotgdioritize understanding over
alternative goods, in such a way that the purduitnalerstanding is not hampered by
the pursuit of other intellectual goods. Fortungtllowever, the latter claim is strong
enough to allow historians to dissociate themselvesy Sima Qian, Gregory of
Tours, or any other historian who prioritizes, #tample, instruction or judgment
over understanding. It is strong enough to chabethg relativist idea that ancient or
medieval historical writing is just as good as nraddistorical scholarship. It
undermines such relativism by privileging historicanderstanding over other
intellectual goods. However different hierarchiek inotellectual goods may be,
characteristic of historical scholarship is thatdewstanding takes precedence over
alternative goods and that it is pursued unhampbyethe desire to learn from the
past or the wish to judge the relative merits osthwho came before us.

Vv

confusing as life itself. The clouds in Sima Qiamisror are the patterns of a full and intricatertaun
being and are, thereby, the clouds that in oneavanother trouble us allilid., p. 147).

%1 Graham SwiftWaterland(London: William Heinemann, 1983). Thanks to MadtedeKasten for
urging me to read this wonderful novel.



Both of the hierarchies discussed in this artickeerarchies of intellectual virtues and
hierarchies of intellectual goods — serve the psepof reconciling a historicist
sensitivity to how intellectually virtuous behavisr shaped by its historical contexts
with a non-relativist account of historical schalap. The first hierarchy does so, on
the one hand, by rejecting a one-size-fits-all nhadidnistorical virtuousness in favor
of a model that allows for significant varietiestween the relative weight that
historians must assign to each of their intellelctirdues in order to contribute to a
better understanding of the past. On the other hamnelates such differences, not to
the historians’ personal interests or preferenda#, to their historiographical
situations, so that hierarchies of intellectuatugs are not arbitrary, but a function of
the demands that the situation makes upon the riaistoLikewise, the second
hierarchy allows for the pursuit of various intetieal goods — including those favored
by historians working in traditions that are nowgslaifficult to recognize as
historical scholarship — but banishes the specterradativism by treating
understanding as an intellectual good that deseiesty over alternative goods for
being constitutive of scholarly research.

Accordingly, the position advocated in this papenot astrongly historicist
one. Strongly historicist is the claim the histaficnquiry “is totally and necessarily
determined by the finite actuality of historicakatimstance.” Operating from the
assumption of “reason’s total and inevitable padly,” strong historicism excludes
the possibility of defining historical scholarstiipsituationally transcendent terrifs.
Although my position is sympathetic to the hist@ileg impulse that runs through
much of recent work in the history of historiogrgph rejects such strong historicism
by adopting a non-relativist account of historisaholarship. Non-relativist is both
my claim that historical understanding is consiititof historical scholarship and its
implication that the good of understanding desetwdse prioritized over other goods
(in the realm of scholarship at least).

My position, then, is better describedvasakly historicist Weak historicism
is historicist in so far as it rejects “thin” orttionally unspecific accounts of
intellectually virtuous behavior under referencethie different intellectual demands
that historians in different historiographical sitions face. Besides, it is historicist in
so far as it accepts, as a matter of fact, thabhens often pursue other goods besides

%2 carl PagePhilosophical Historicism and the Betrayal of Filhilosophy(University Park, PA:
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), p[8.xi,



historical understanding and, in a normative madlews them do so. Yet, because
this weak historicism subscribes to the robusttidiat historical understanding must
have a number one priority for any historian aggitio be engaged in scholarly work,
it does not carry any of the relativist implicatsoothat strong historicism has. Weak
historicism, in short, takes an uncompromising &aon what qualifies as historical
scholarship, while generously granting that inttlially virtuous behavior is shaped
by historical contexts. Would it be too presumptda think that, for this reason,
historians of historiography interested in thiclscigtions of intellectually virtuous

behavior and philosophers of history eager to attoédspecter of relativism are most

likely to find each other in, roughly, such a wésgtoricism?°

3| am indebted to Mark Bevir and Allen R. Dunn Falpful comments on a draft of this paper.



