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Introduction  
1.The problem  
 
Current historiography of science is for the most part a non-evaluative 
discipline.1 In an earlier period things were different. Historians of science saw 
it as their task to safeguard the tradition of scientific progress and voiced 
opinions about what good and bad science was. Hence the discipline was 
decidedly evaluative in character. In this respect historiography of science was 
also closely connected to philosophy. It operated in accordance with 
philosophical projects of providing context-independent norms of rationality 
and progress, on which both present and past science could be judged.  
   This type of historiography met with a strongly dismissive reaction from the 
1960s onwards, which has changed the discipline almost beyond recognition. 
The view of science as a unique and united endeavour, as well as a pure quest 
for knowledge, gave way to a different view of science, namely as a disunited 
collection of activities, not much different from other human activities and 
‘impure’, in the sense that the quest for knowledge is always inextricably mixed 
with values and interests stemming from the socio-cultural context in which 
scientific research and theory formation take place.    
   From this it follows that the acceptance and rejection of claims to knowledge 
have to be understood in relation to evaluative standards operative in particular 
contexts. An overarching evaluative procedure, connecting individual contexts, 
is no longer recognized. As a consequence, a sense of qualitative improvement 
of our theories of the world, on such dimensions as empirical adequacy, 
predictive adequacy and validity, has almost entirely disappeared from 
historiography of science. This has always struck me as peculiar because one of 
the motors behind scientific change is a wish for improvement, as many 
utterances of past and present scientists testify. Why then have accounts of 
improvement disappeared from historiography of science?  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1 In Dutch the term ‘Wetenschap’ covers the whole range of academic disciplines 
including the social sciences and the humanities. In my view ‘historiography of science’ 
should include this whole range as well. Yet, the field traditionally focuses on the history 
of the natural sciences (including the life sciences), medicine and mathematics, and the 
examples of historiography of science given in this thesis reflect this bias. One of the 
major challenges the profession faces is to integrate the history of the humanities and the 
history of the sciences into one ‘history of knowledge’. For arguments in support of this 
assertion see the Focus section in Isis 106-2 (2015). 
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