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Evaluating Knowledge, Evaluating Character:
Book Reviewing by American Historians
and Physicists (1900-1940)

Sjang ten Hagen, Leiden University, Netherlands

ABSTRACT
How have the evaluative norms and evaluative language of academics developed histori-
cally, and how have they varied between disciplines? Meaningful answers to these questions
may be obtained from the historical-comparative study of book reviewing, a widely prac-
ticed yet historically understudied academic genre. My focus in this article is on book re-
views written by American historians and physicists in the American Historical Review,
Physical Review, and Science from 1900 until 1940. I show that book reviewers in these jour-
nals assessed not only results and methods of authors but also authors themselves. They
would praise some authors—especially colleagues—for exhibiting virtues like “carefulness,”
“objectivity,” or “thoroughness,” while charging others—especially nonacademics—with
vices such as “recklessness,” “dogmatism,” or “exaggeration.” Remarkably, such virtue and
vice language was applied not only to the character of authors, but also to their actions
and outputs. Indeed, in early twentieth-century book reviews by historians and physicists,

epistemic virtues and vices functioned as norms to evaluate both knowledge and character.

n 1937, the Austrian-American industrial chemist Otto Eisenschiml (1880-1963)
published Why Was Lincoln Murdered? In this book, Eisenschiml claimed that the as-
sassination of president Abraham Lincoln in 1865 had been plotted by his secretary of
war, Edwin Stanton. This controversial thesis attracted a great deal of public attention

and the book became a bestseller.'

This research was funded by the Dutch Research Council (NWO). I wish to thank my fellow members
of the NWO “Scholarly Vices” project team, Edurne De Wilde, Kim Hajek, Herman Paul, Anne Por,
Alexander Stoger, and Hidde Slotboom, for inspiring discussions and valuable feedback on previous
versions of this article. Further, I am grateful for helpful comments provided by two reviewers.

1. On (the reception of)) Eisenschiml’s book, see Hanchett, “Historian as Gamesman.”
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American historians, however, wrote scathing book reviews. One reviewer criticized
Eisenschiml’s historical research for being “rash” and for lacking “objectivity.” He fur-
ther stated, disdainfully: “If inference were history, Why Was Lincoln Murdered? would
take its place as one of the most significant books in a generation.” Another reviewer
portrayed the book as “four hundred and thirty-eight dreary pages of rambling and

disconnected implication and innuendo.”

Moreover, this reviewer emphasized that
Eisenschiml was a chemist rather than a genuine historian.

Eisenschiml was utterly displeased with the criticism of America’s professional his-
torians. A few years after his book had appeared, in 1940, he openly responded to his
critics by publishing Reviewers Reviewed. In this pamphlet, Eisenschiml not only rebut-
ted the negative reviews of his own book but also challenged the reviewing practices of
American historians in general. He contrasted historical book reviewing with scientific
book reviewing, arguing that scientific book reviewers always considered the book itself
more important than its author, “which is as it should be.” He insisted that a book re-
viewer should criticize “nothing but the book itself. The personality of the author . . .
should not be weighed in the balance.” Eisenschiml then noted that among “historical
commentators . . . one vainly looks for such a detached attitude.” What is more, he
characterized historical book reviewing as “author-hunting.”

Eisenschiml’s challenge to historical reviewers was taken up by one of the leading
American historians at the time, Carl Becker (1873-1945). In a book review of Reviewers
Reviewed published in the American Historical Review, Becker weighed Eisenschiml’s
allegations against him and his colleagues. While Becker admitted that “historical critics
are more often concerned than scientific critics need be with the author of the work in
hand,” he argued that this difference was entirely justified: “it is desirable to know who
the author is and what political and social prepossessions and biases may have uncon-
sciously influenced his selection and arrangement of the facts.” Becker concluded by
stating that even if historians who reviewed books indeed focused attention on the per-
sonal backgrounds of authors, they generally refrained from “author-hunting”: “I think
it may be said that the reviewing of historical books is as honest and competent as the
reviewing of other works of scholarship.”

Eisenschiml and Becker agreed that book reviews written by historians were more con-

cerned with the personal qualities and backgrounds of authors than were book reviews

2. Wilson, review of Why Was Lincoln Murdered?, 421.

3. de Roulhac Hamilton, review of Why Was Lincoln Murdered?, 402.
4. Eisenschiml, Reviewers Reviewed, 19-20.

5. Ibid., 9.

6. Ibid., 14.

7. Becker, review of Reviewers Reviewed, 88.
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written by scientists; they only disagreed about whether or not this was a problem. But
were Becker’s and Eisenschiml’s observations correct? How were books actually evaluated
in Eisenschiml’s and Becker’s time? Were historical reviewers indeed more concerned
with authors than their colleagues in science? Were there other demonstrable differences
between how historians and scientists reviewed books? And were there also similarities in
the evaluative norms and language employed by book reviewers across the disciplines?

In this article, I set out to answer above questions by examining and comparing book
reviews written by American historians and scientists, particularly physicists. The focus
lies on the decades between 1900 and 1940, a period during which American academic
disciplines and their major journals were rapidly gaining in prestige. I examine book
reviews published in three journals: the American Historical Review (AHR), Physical
Review (PR), and Science. During the first decades of the twentieth century, several
thousands of book reviews appeared in AHR. Here, I will draw especially from the book
reviews written by three influential members of the American professional historical
community: Carl Becker (the reviewer of Eisenschiml’s Reviewers Reviewed), Edward P.
Cheyney (1861-1947), and Sidney B. Fay (1876-1967). Becker, Cheyney, and Fay reviewed
books for AHR for the major part of their careers. Together, they published 126 book
reviews in AHR between 1900 and 1940.° With respect to physics, I will draw especially
from the book reviews published in PR and Science by Percy W. Bridgman (1882-1961),
Robert A. Millikan (1868-1953), and Leigh Page (1884-1952). Apart from being among
America’s leading physicists, Bridgman, Millikan, and Page were also among the regu-
lar contributors to the book review sections of Science and PR. Together, they published
a total number of ninety-two book reviews during the prewar period.’

My analysis of the book reviews published in AHR will make clear that, in historical
book reviews from the first decades of the twentieth century, there was indeed a lot of
emphasis on the personal qualities, attitudes, and backgrounds of books’ authors. This
is in line with Eisenschiml and Becker’s observations. However, in contrast to what both
Eisenschiml and Becker thought, book reviewers in PR and Science also considered the

personal qualities, attitudes, and backgrounds of authors to be a relevant issue."

8. Becker published 26, Cheyney 25, and Fay no fewer than 75.
9. Bridgman published 25 book reviews in PR and 2 in Science; Millikan, 27 in PR and 12 in Science;
and Page, 22 in PR and 4 in Science.

10. For the sake of coherence and to be able to cover a longer, continuous period of time, this article
will draw (almost) exclusively from book reviews written by the six abovementioned authors. To check
for representativity, however, I have close read additional material, namely, the book reviews published
in the first issue of AHR from the years 1900, 1925, and 1933, as well as all book reviews published in
PR between 1914 and 1933. This additional material (nearly thousand book reviews in total) suggests that
Becker, Cheyney, and Fay’s book reviewing was indeed representative; throughout said issues, historians
used similar evaluative language. With regard to physics, the situation is a bit different: Bridgman’s and
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This becomes particularly apparent from the ways in which book reviewers in his-
tory and physics applied norms like “carefulness” and “objectivity.” I demonstrate that
American book reviewers in history and physics applied such “epistemic virtues” to as-
sess the personal qualities attitudes of authors. Similarly, they applied “epistemic vices”
like “dogmatism” and “prejudice” as norms to evaluate authors personally. Remark-
ably, reviewers used the very same norms to evaluate authors’ methods and results. In-
deed, in early twentieth-century book reviews, epistemic virtues and vices functioned as
norms to evaluate both knowledge and character."

I am not the first to establish a link between the cultivation of epistemic virtues and
vices, on the one hand, and the practice of academic book reviewing, on the other. Re-
cent historical studies have made clear that virtue and vice language figured prominently
in book reviews written by eighteenth and nineteenth-century German scholars and
scientists.”” Indeed, book reviewing has generally involved the implementation of schol-
arly and scientific norms, including epistemic virtues and vices."” The historical inquiry
of book reviewing can thus provide valuable insight into the roles of epistemic virtues
and vices in context of day-to-day research activities.'*

While book reviews have long been recognized as valuable sources by historians of
humanities and science, there has been surprisingly little historical reflection on the
book review as an academic genre, especially in the twentieth century."” This is unfor-
tunate, since, as the academic genre of the book review has existed for centuries, the
historical study of book reviewing provides an excellent opportunity to examine histor-
ical (dis)continuities in the evaluative standards of scholars and scientists.'® Indeed,

such study enables us to reflect on important historical questions such as: How have

Page’s book reviews mirrorred those written by their colleagues in terms of aim, length, and tone. Millikan’s
book reviews, however, especially the ones he wrote for Science, were more elaborate and evaluative in out-
look than the average book review written by early twentieth-century physicists.

11. On the use and definition of epistemic virtues as historiographical concept, see, e.g., Gelhard
et al., “Einleitung”; van Dongen and Paul, “Introduction”; Paul, “Performing History.” Epistemic vir-
tues and vices are defining characteristics of so-called scholarly and scientific personae, which are
context-dependent models of how to be a scholar or scientist. See Paul, “Introduction,” 3-6.

12. Stoger, “Constructing the Persona”; Engberts, “Scholarship, Community Formation.” On book
reviewing in the Enlightenment, see Habel, Gelehrte Journale und Zeitungen.

13. This is the main finding of a recently published special issue on the history of scholarly book
reviewing: Pleshkov and Surman, “Book Reviews in the History of Knowledge.”

14. Such inquiry complements recent studies into the role of virtues and vices in more idealized
settings, such as Saarloos, “Virtue and Vice in Academic Memory”; Paul, “Weber, Wohler, and Waitz.”

15. But see Bilhartz, “In 500 Words or Less”; Wolf, “Rezensionen in der Historischen Zeitschrift”;
Kremer and Maas, “Tale of Reviews.”

16. As also noted in Kremer and Maas, “Tale of Reviews,” 756.
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criteria for good and bad research and researchers developed historically?'” What eval-
uative norms and language have academics employed? How have these changed over
time? And how have they compared across academic disciplines?

This study aims to provide an initial answer to these questions by examining what
evaluative norms early twentieth-century American historians and physicists employed
in their book reviews. The structure of the remaining part of this article is as follows:
First, I discuss the general form and function of book reviews in the journals AHR,
PR, and Science. Subsequently, I examine and compare how historians and physicists
concretely evaluated the work of their colleagues in their book reviews. I particularly
address their cultivation of epistemic virtues and vices. After that, I dwell upon some
of the similarities encountered between the evaluative standards of book reviewers in
history and physics. These similarities, I conclude, express a common ideal of “scientific

method” among early twentieth-century American historians and physicists.

BOOK REVIEWING IN THREE JOURNALS
In 1914, in one of his many book reviews for Science, Robert Millikan announced that
“the day of the monograph in physics” had arrived.'® Millikan’s observation indicates
that, in the early twentieth century, the monograph was still an important means to
share results of research, not only in the text-oriented humanities but also in a natural-
scientific discipline like physics. Accordingly, book reviewing was a prominent academic
activity in both areas of knowledge. What did early twentieth-century book reviews look
like, especially in the journals AHR, PR, and Science? And what was their function within

the communities by whom they were written and read?

BOOK REVIEWS IN THE AMERICAN HISTORICAL REVIEW
The American Historical Review was founded by a group of history professors from Cor-
nell University and Harvard University in 1895. Most of them had pursued doctoral
training in Germany—the country commonly seen as “the Mecca of the ambitious

"1 —and were active members of the recently founded

American historical student
American Historical Association (AHA). Their mission was to provide a medium that rep-
resented and would establish and maintain social cohesion within the community of pro-

fessional American historians, which was quickly expanding and becoming increasingly

17. In recent years, another kind of reviewing, peer reviewing, has received ample attention from
historians of science. See, for instance, Baldwin, “Scientific Autonomy”; Lalli, ““Dirty Work.”” On peer
reviewing in the history of humanities, see Schulte Nordholt, “Africanising African History,” 119-53.

18. Millikan, review of Rays of Positive Electricity, 174.

19. Jameson, “American Historical Review,” 2.
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specialized.” Thus they founded a quarterly journal, which was affiliated with the AHA
and focused mainly on American and modern European history. The German-oriented
founders of AHR took as their main model the Historische Zeitschrift.*'

Since the early years of the journal, the “Reviews of Books” section has made up a large
portion of AHR. A significant amount of editorial attention is paid to this part of the jour-
nal. On the occasion of the twenty-fifth anniversary of AHR, long-time editor J. Franklin
Jameson recalled that of all the content in his journal, “it was perhaps the reviews of books
on which the editors bestowed most thought and from which they derived most satisfac-
tion.””> AHR’s book review section covers monographs and textbooks from all historical
subfields, including political, ecclesiastical, legal, military, economic, social, and cultural
history, as well as the history of science and literature. The book review section plays a
crucial role in keeping American professional historians informed about each other’s
work and up to date on what was happening in their discipline at large.”®

The format of the book review in AHR has proved remarkably consistent ever since
the foundation of the journal, although the average length of a book review published
in AHR diminished over time, from around 1,200 words in 1900 to about 800 words in
2000. Meanwhile, the total number of book reviews has greatly increased. Today, AHR
publishes approximately 1,000 book reviews annually.* In the journal’s first decades of
existence, it published only about 150 book reviews per year.” The portion of the jour-
nal’s pages devoted to book reviews has fluctuated between 25 and 50 percent over the

course of the twentieth century.

BOOK REVIEWS IN PHYSICAL REVIEW
Today, Physical Review ranks among the world’s most prestigious scientific journals. At
the turn of the twentieth century, however, the journal—which had been founded by
three Cornell physicists in 1893 and was published by the American Physical Society
beginning in 1913—occupied a marginal position internationally.”® This changed in
the 1930s, when increased governmental funding and the contributions of eminent Eu-
ropean émigré scientists enhanced the status of American physics and, simultaneously,

the status of their primary journal.””

20. Stieg, Origin and Development of Scholarly Historical Periodicals, 48.

21. Jameson, “American Historical Review,” 2.

22. Ibid,, 11.

23. Stieg, Origin and Development of Scholarly Historical Periodicals, 56.

24. See “About the American Historical Review,” https://www.historians.org/about-the-ahr.
25. Jameson, “American Historical Review,” 11.

26. Khelfaoui and Gingras, “Physical Review,” 26.

27. 1bid., 31.
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Articles presenting original research were by far the most prominent feature of PR.
Yet, initially, there was also considerable space amounted to book reviews. In the first
decades after its foundation, approximately 15 percent of the journal’s pages were de-
voted to the book review section.” Remarkably, the book review section disappeared
for a few years around 1910. But it soon returned, first intermittently, as “New Books,”
and then on a regular basis as “Book Reviews and Notices.” Between 1914 and 1933, over
500 of pages of book reviews were published in PR, corresponding to about two and
a half pages per monthly issue. Reviewed books varied in sort from monographs to
textbooks and from edited volumes to reissues of major publications in physics.

The 1920s were the heyday of book reviewing in PR. But in 1933, the journal ceased
publishing book reviews quite suddenly. This might have been due to the fact that it was
becoming less and less common for physicists to publish their research in book form.
Meanwhile, the number of research articles submitted to PR skyrocketed, and printing
costs of the ever-expanding journal became increasingly difficult to bear.”® Together,
these circumstances explain the demise of book reviewing in PR. Meanwhile, physicists

could publish book reviews in other scientific journals, including Science.

BOOK REVIEWS IN SC/IENCE
The weekly journal Science was founded in 1880 and became the main publishing outlet
of the American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) twenty years later.
While the specialized journals AHR and PR served as disciplinary media for the rel-
atively small communities of American historians and physicists, Science had a broader,
multidisciplinary scope. In a time of ongoing disciplinary specialization, Science aimed
to provide American science with an “umbrella,” as its managing editor explained:
“When there are so many special journals, we need all the more a journal which will
report on the progress of science as a whole.” To fulfill their transdisciplinary aims,
the AAAS and its flagship journal stood “in a symbiotic relationship” with more spe-
cialized American societies, including the American Physical Society.’" Leading Amer-
ican physicists Albert Michelson, Edward Morley, and Millikan actively contributed to
the networks of the AAAS and made frequent contributions to its foremost journal by

publishing their own latest research and reviewing their colleagues’ books.*

28. Bazerman, Shaping Written Knowledge, 158; Hartman, Memoir on the Physical Review, 133.

29. Scheiding, “Paying for Knowledge.”

30. As quoted in Sokal, “Promoting Science,” 52-53. This long-time managing editor of Science was
the American psychologist James McKeen Cattell (1860-1944).

31. Ibid,, 61.

32. Ibid., 59.
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During the period under discussion, the arrangement of book reviews in Science was
far from a structured endeavor. The number of pages of book reviews published in Sci-
ence fluctuated greatly, from a few dozen to over a hundred per half-year volume. The
editor, who managed the book review section together with his wife and children, “pub-
lished just about any item vouched for by members of his editorial committee or sent
in by scientists employed by federal agencies or reputable universities.”** As a conse-
quence, the book review section in Science occurred infrequently (as “Scientific Books”).
Sometimes, only a list of recently published books appeared in the journal (as “Books
Received”). Moreover, readers of Science perceived the journal’s book reviews to vary in
quality. The American publisher Macmillan even wrote a letter of complaint about the
book review section to the editor of Science, since he thought it did not do justice to the
books they published.* Despite their perceived shortcomings, book reviews in Science
were comprehensive, well-read, and written by leading American scientists, including

physicists.

A FIRST COMPARISON

Book reviews by American physicists and historians differed in length and style: they
were generally shorter and more descriptive in Science and PR than in AHR. Further-
more, book reviews were more numerous in AHR than in Science and PR. That said, the
book reviews published in these three journals had similar functions: A primary func-
tion was to inform peers about recent developments in their field. Another purpose,
which will be the main focus of this article, was evaluation. It will become clear that
evaluation served yet a third and fourth aim: community building and, especially in
the American historical discipline, gatekeeping, that is, the distinguishing between
well-respected colleagues and unwelcome outsiders.”

How did evaluation take place in early twentieth-century American book reviews?
What were recurring criteria applied by book reviewers in AHR, PR, and Science? First,
book reviewers assessed if the book was sufficiently up to date, especially in physics,
a discipline then characterized by profound theoretical transformations.* Other re-
current criteria were if the book was useful and affordable and if it looked attrac-
tive. The most extensively weighed criterion was if the book—and its author(s)—con-
formed to certain research norms. I demonstrate below that these norms were often

expressed in terms of epistemic virtues and vices.

33. Ibid,, 54.

34. Sokal, “Science and James McKeen Cattell,” 44.

35. On the various functions of the academic genre of the book review, see also Hyland, Disciplin-
ary Discourse; Lindholm-Romantschuk, Scholarly Book Reviewing.

36. See, e.g., Bridgman, review of Lehrbuch der Physik, review of Lehrbuch der Thermostatik.
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But before doing that, it should be noted that some early twentieth-century book re-
viewers, especially in PR but also in Science, performed little evaluation at all. Their
main purpose was to inform the reader about recently published literature and to signal
to what audience it could be valuable, rather than to evaluate. Although physicists re-
viewing books in PR and Science nearly always expressed a value judgment, this was in
many cases limited to a cursory “excellent” or “valuable.” While historians in AHR also
applied these terms, they usually went into greater detail than their colleagues in physics
to substantiate their judgments.

That book reviewers in physics generally offered less evaluation can be linked to the fact
that book reviews in scientific journals were generally more concise than book reviews in
historical journals. At the beginning of a brief review published in PR in 1930, Percy Bridg-
man stated that “not much more can be attempted in a necessarily short review . . . than a
summary of the nature of the contents.”” Three years earlier, he had gone as far as to say
that “it is impossible in a review of this character to do much more than indicate the con-
tents,” after which he literally reproduced the table of contents of the book he was review-
ing.*® Bridgman’s comments indicate that there was an asymmetry in form and function
between book reviews in history and physics: book reviewers in physics generally wrote
shorter reviews and performed less evaluation than their colleagues in history.

Still, there remain numerous book reviews from the period under discussion in
which physicists, including Bridgman, did express their opinion on the book and its au-
thor. Thus, keeping in mind that book reviews in physics were generally less evaluative
than historical book reviews, and that they were shorter and fewer in number, I will now
examine and then compare how physicists and historians evaluated their colleagues’
books. I will focus in particular on how they invoked epistemic virtues and vices; these
were applied as norms to assess not only the quality of published research but also the

researchers themselves.

EVALUATION BY HISTORIANS
When searching for appropriate reviewers for recently published books, the editors of
AHR considered the specific knowledge of candidates, as well as their scholarly character
traits. As editor Jameson explained during his speech celebrating the twenty-five-year ex-
istence of the journal, he had always looked for reviewers who “qualified in respect to
knowledge, judgment, and fairness of mind.”* Apparently, personal qualities such as

fairmindedness were considered to be of importance in the reviewing process.

37. Bridgman, review of Handbuch der Experimental Physik, 873.
38. Bridgman, review of Lehrbuch der Physik, 897.
39. Jameson, “American Historical Review,” 13.
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The importance of such character traits was also emphasized by Becker, Cheyney,
and Fay in their book reviews. Becker, Cheyney, and Fay frequently referred to “fair-
ness” and other personal qualities, including but not limited to “carefulness,” “thor-
oughness,” and “objectivity.” In numerous instances, our three protagonists invoked
such virtues to praise the character traits of the authors whose work they positively re-
viewed. For example, Fay praised one author for his “great fairness of mind.”** Cheyney
highlighted the “good judgment” and “thoroughness” of two of the historians whose
books he discussed.*' Becker, in turn, portrayed one author as “possess[ing] that rare
combination of powers so essential to the biographer—the sympathetic imagination
which enables her to think and feel as [her subject] thought and felt, and the objective
curiosity which enables her to stand aloof and estimate the quality of that thought and
feeling.”** With statements like these, Fay, Cheyney, and Becker made clear that in or-
der to produce sound historical knowledge, one needed to possess and cultivate the
right character traits.

That the personal qualities of authors were considered relevant by historians who
reviewed books for AHR becomes further clear from a series of reviews written by
Fay in the aftermath of the First World War. These reviews revolved around the issue
of which country should be held responsible for the war. Fay was very outspoken on this
issue. He doubted that Germany was entirely to blame, insisting that the prehistory of
the war should be examined from all possible sides, without national biases.*’ In his
book reviews in AHR, he made clear that such unbiased research could be conducted
only by historians who embodied “honesty” and “judiciousness.” For example, he re-
peatedly praised the German historians who edited Die Grofle Politik—a multivolume
collection of critically edited diplomatic documents from the prewar period published
between 1922 and 1927—for their “honesty” in collecting and editing primary sources.
By appealing to the virtue of “honesty,” Fay gave scholarly credibility to their politically
sensitive project and to the historical sources that it had unearthed.** He assessed the
French counterpart of this German project, the Documents Diplomatiques, in similar
fashion. Fay praised the project by putting emphasis on the solid reputation of its main

editor, the French historian Pierre Renouvin: “It augurs well for the reliability of the

40. Fay, review of Geschichte der Befreiungskriege, 853.

41. Cheyney, review of The Economic Organisation of England, 143-44, review of The Stannaries,
843.

42. Becker, review of Vie de Madame Roland, 856.

43. Fay’s studies resulted in an acclaimed book, Origins of the First World War. These studies are
further discussed in Novick, That Noble Dream, 222-24.

44. Fay, 1923 review of Die Grosse Politik, vols. 1-6, 544, and 1924 review of Die Grosse Politik,
vols. 7-12, 136-37.
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work,” he stated, “that such a sound scholar as M. Renouvin is taking a leading part in
the selection of material.” In an earlier review for AHR, he had already praised
Renouvin’s scholarly character because of its “judiciousness.”

Fay left little doubt about what type of researcher he considered unsuitable for ex-
amining the antecedents of the First World War. In a 1927 review of a book by the
Austrian journalist Heinrich Kanner, he characterized it as a mere “pamphlet.” Accord-
ing to Fay, Kanner suffered from the vice of “bias” and a lack of the virtue of “accuracy”;
his pamphlet symbolized “how many wrong-headed conclusions can be arrived at by a
biassed journalist who lacks evidence of historical training and accuracy, and who is
bent on twisting evidence.” Fay’s criticisms of Kanner are illustrative of how Amer-
ican historians employed virtues and vices as character norms to demarcate members
of their own professional circles from outsiders seeking to contribute to historiography,
like dishonest, biased, and inaccurate journalists lacking historical training.

Thus, American historians sometimes reinforced their negative verdict of a book by
charging its author with vice or by identifying a lack of virtue in their scholarly char-
acter. For instance, in a 1917 review, Becker argued that the American historian whose
book he was reviewing, Clarence Walworth Halvord, “has not, I dare say, what some
people would call the synthetic mind. He is so full of his subject that facts and ideas
come crowding in, of their own accord as one may say, getting in each other’s ways
at times, so that in the reader’s mind at least the main drift and trend of the story is
a little obscured by the fullness of the narrative.”* With this statement, Becker implied
that Halvord’s disorganized historical narrative had resulted from his poor personal
qualities as a researcher, in particular from his lack of synthetic abilities.

In a 1909 review, Cheyney too made it crystal clear that personal qualities of histo-
rians mattered to the historical knowledge that they produced. At the beginning of his
review of a book on the medieval history of Ireland by Alice Stopford Green, he ob-
served that “among the many woes of unfortunate Ireland not the least has been the
character of her historians.” According to Cheyney, “the patient, moderate, judicious,
learned historian has for the most part simply passed poor Ireland by.”* Subsequently,
he spent the rest of his review weighing if Stopford Green, a historian who was an Irish
nationalist and aiming at a popular audience, fitted his ideal of the learned historian.
Although Cheyney called Stopford Green’s book “refreshing” compared to previous
histories of Ireland, he judged that she lacked one of the historian’s primary virtues:

45. Fay, review of Documents Diplomatiques Frangais, 863.

46. Fay, review of The Immediate Origins of the War, 878.

47. Fay, review of Der Schliissel zur Kriegsschuldfrage, 318.

48. Becker, review of The Mississippi Valley in British Politics, 672.
49. Cheyney, review of The Making of Ireland, 341.
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cautiousness. Cheyney stated that with regard to several issues “the cautious scholar
will certainly not agree with the author.” Indeed, he complained that Stopford Green
should have stated her conclusions “more moderately,” in less “extreme” a manner.*!
By noting that she lacked the historian’s primary virtues of moderation and caution,
Cheyney positioned Stopford Green outside the realm of academic historiography.*

Among themselves, American professional historians, all of them men, were less
keen to provide direct character criticism—or to go “author-hunting,” as Eisenschiml
would have called it. This lack of mutual personal criticism can well be understood by
looking at how the American historical discipline functioned at the time. In American
historiography, there was a code of “gentlemanly reviewing.”>* Reflecting on the first
decades of existence of the journal in 1920, AHR’s editor Jameson stated that “probably
our reviews have been on the average too lenient.” He attributed this to the intimate
character of the American historical community; practically everyone knew each other
personally: “It is an uncomfortable thing to speak ill of a man’s book when at the next
Christmas season of peace on earth you are going to meet him at the meeting of the
American Historical Association.”* Book reviews in AHR—which were not published
anonymously, unlike in some traditions of scholarly book reviewing—were instrumen-
tal in building and maintaining a close community of historical professionals.® With
that in mind, one can comprehend why historical reviewers praised colleagues for their
virtues while charging outsiders with vices.

In various book reviews published in AHR between 1900 and 1940, authors were also
drawn in, yet in a more subtle manner. In those reviews, norms like “objectivity” and
“carefulness” were applied to assess not the personal qualities or attitudes of authors
but rather their scholarly conduct, especially their methods of research and writing. In
a 1914 book review, to mention a first example, Becker praised a British historian for
presenting his material “in judicial temper, and with scrupulous accuracy in matters
of fact.” According to Becker, this colleague’s adherence to the virtues of judiciousness
and accuracy ensured that “the soundness of his scholarship cannot be doubted.” He

assessed the methods of another British historian, Hugh Egerton, in similar fashion:
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“Mr. Egerton’s method seems to be . . . to strike a judicious and common-sense balance
between extreme theories.” Fay, in turn, praised a book about the history of European
diplomacy mainly because of its “author’s discriminating selection of subject-matter
[and] his careful and conscientious preparation.”®

Fay assigned virtues like carefulness, precision, and honesty to his colleagues’ meth-
ods and behavior especially when he reviewed literature on the causes of the war. After
British scholars had started a project similar to the Documents Diplomatiques and Die
GrofSe Politik of their French and German colleagues, he appraised the new project in
AHR on the basis of the methods that had been used by its editors: “The documents are
edited with admirable precision,” he claimed, adding that he was particularly impressed
“by the honesty and ability of the paraphrasing.”® Fay also spoke very highly of the
methods of Bernadotte E. Schmitt, a colleague whom he believed had written about
the origins of the First World War with “maturity of thought and . . . objectivity.” He
judged that Schmitt “brings his evidence fairly” and “careful(ly].”® According to Fay,
the fairness and carefulness of Schmitt’s methods meant that his England and Ger-
many, 1740-1914 should be counted among “the best books on the causes of the war.”"
The above statements make clear that Fay believed that virtues such as honesty and fair-
ness have epistemic implications.

Sometimes Becker, Cheyney, and Fay used language of virtue and vice to assess the
constituents of a book rather than its author or their methods. They applied labels like
“exaggeration” and “impartiality” either to the book as a whole or to specific interpreta-
tions, statements, and results. For example, in a review of a book on Prussian history by
two prominent British historians, Fay remarked that “their account, on the whole, is ad-
mirably objective and unbiassed,” despite some “exaggerate[d]” statements.®> Cheyney as
well used language of virtue and vice to evaluate the features of books themselves, for ex-
ample, when he praised a monograph by the German economic historian Moritz Julius
Bonn for its “thoroughness and impartiality.”

A 1922 book review by Cheyney of a book on English economic history by American
historian Frederick C. Dietz shows that evaluations of book, methods, and authors could
reinforce one another. Cheyney opened this review by praising Dietz’s book for its “thor-

oughness.” He then quickly moved on to praise Dietz’s methods as, again, thorough: “no
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question arises without being thoroughly examined and clearly answered.”* He con-

cluded by praising the man responsible for all this thoroughness for yet another set of

»65

virtues, namely, his “industry [and] independence of judgment.”® Cheyney’s review
of Dietz makes clear that the use of language of virtue and vice enabled American his-
torians to swiftly move between evaluations of knowledge and character.

To summarize, I have shown that book reviewers in AHR invoked categories of vir-
tue and vice to perform different sorts of evaluation. They applied criteria such as “fair-
ness” and “objectivity” as epistemic as well as character norms, that is, as evaluative

criteria for books and methods, as well as for authors.

EVALUATION BY PHYSICISTS
Like their colleagues in history, many early twentieth-century American physicists
deemed personal virtue essential to research.®® Millikan in particular strongly believed
in the interdependence of virtuous character and sound knowledge making. If scientists
wished to do science properly, he thought, they needed to cultivate “a belief in the re-

ality of moral and spiritual values.””

Concomitantly, he regarded science “as crucial to
moral development.”® Drawing inspiration from his Protestantism, he claimed that
“well meaning men without poise or any sort of scientific discrimination, and highly
trained and able men without conscience are about equally grave dangers to the whole-
some development of human society.” Millikan stressed the need to cultivate what he
called “scientific spirit”; he encouraged his fellow scientists to pursue the virtues of
“honesty” and “objectiveness” in particular.”” He contrasted these virtues with the vices
of “prejudice” and “ignorance,” which he regarded as threats to the scientific spirit and
as potentially leading to moral decay.”

Millikan emphasized the importance of these virtues and vices also while reviewing
the books of other physicists. And so, it turns out, did other American physicists pub-
lishing book reviews in PR and Science, including Bridgman and Page. In their book
reviews, they evaluated whether their colleagues had adhered to virtues such as objec-

tivity and honesty and had succeeded in avoiding vices such as prejudice and ignorance.
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I have demonstrated that American historians, while reviewing a book critically,
sometimes invoked epistemic vices to point out faults in the author’s character, espe-
cially when the author in question was not part of their professional community. Such
direct character criticism, as Eisenschiml and Becker both suspected, occurred less fre-
quently in book reviews in PR and Science. I have found few examples of Bridgman,
Millikan, or Page directly criticizing the personal qualities or attitude of an author or
linking them to the negative features of a book. One exception concerns Millikan’s oth-
erwise positive review of Harry C. Jones’s Electrical Nature of Matter and Radioactivity,
in which he argued that “the author’s attitude” lacked “judiciousness.””

The relative lack of character criticism in physical book reviews may be taken to sug-
gest that Eisenschiml and Becker were right about the author being more in the back-
ground in natural-scientific than in historical book reviews. However, other book re-
viewers in Science, mostly from natural-scientific disciplines other than physics, did
employ direct character criticism. In 1929, a geologist went so far as to interpret dog-
matism as inherent in the character of all German researchers. He found the author of
the book that he reviewed to be symbolic of the “Teutonic temperament of reaching
conclusions on insufficient evidence and maintaining a dogmatic attitude thereafter.””*

Moreover, even if Bridgman, Millikan, and Page were less critical than the above-cited
reviewer in Science, they did regard the character traits of researchers a relevant factor in
assessing the quality of research. This is particularly evident from positive reviews written
by them. In various instances, these Bridgman, Millikan, and Page linked the personal
qualities and attitudes of authors to a book’s positive features. For example, Millikan
called the author of a popular work covering recent developments in chemistry and
physics “a man of wide reading, thorough scholarship, broad horizon and unmistakable
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literary talent.””* The personal qualities of its author, Millikan explained, made the book
stand out among works of other authors attempting to bring scientific discoveries to the
attention of the public. In 1929, Page reviewed a book by British astronomer Arthur Ed-
dington while emphasizing Eddington’s personal qualities, particularly his “capacity to
write entertainingly” and his balancing between “seriousness” and “humor.”” Moreover,
Page praised Dutch theoretical physicist H. A. Lorentz for his “deep penetration.”” Another
expression of the relevance of personal qualities to book reviewers in physics is provided

by a 1930 review in PR by Bridgman, which discussed the experiments and theories of
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Swedish physicist Carl Benedicks regarding certain thermoelectric phenomena. Al-
though Bridgman was unconvinced of the ideas defended by Benedicks, he noted with
satisfaction that his colleague had described “his measurements and ideas [with an] un-
dogmatic attitude.””

Bridgman, Millikan, and Page thus stressed the personal qualities and attitudes of
authors in their book reviews and, on occasion, used categories of virtue and vice, such
as “dogmatism” and “thoroughness,” to perform this particular kind of evaluation.
More often, however, they invoked such virtues and vices to evaluate authors’ methods.
This can be seen, for example, from the book reviews published by Millikan regarding
two of his main research topics: radioactivity and the physics of the electron.”® He was
highly critical of the methods of the German physicist Johannes Stark’s Die Elektrizitit
in Gasen, which he considered to be “dogmatic.” In a 1905 review of several recent
books on the physics of the electron, he called Stark’s book a “decidedly dogmatic pre-
sentation of one man’s interpretation of recent discoveries,” which contained many
“ex-cathedra statements.” He regretted the “slovenly, unscientific and thoroughly un-
German way in which references to original articles have been inserted.” While he
admitted that Stark’s book “exhibit[s] immense reading and profound scholarship,” he
found that “facts are so badly mixed up with the author’s inferences from them that
it is in general quite impossible to tell what is fact and what is inference.” Furthermore,
Millikan regretted that Stark had not put “a little more labor” into preparing his book.”

In the same review in Science, Millikan discussed a recent monograph by Marie Cu-
rie on radioactivity. He characterized the book as “a plain, conservative record” and
called Curie’s research “uninspired.” As he explained, he found it “unillumined by
any deep insight into the real nature of the phenomenon under investigation.”® In a
book review published one year before, Millikan had evaluated Curie’s approach to the
then rapidly developing topic of radioactivity in more detail. Apart from informing the
reader about the book’s structure and main results, he charged Curie with the vice of
“conservatism.” He complained that, due to the author’s “conservative” methods, Curie’s
book lacked coherence: the reader “will be likely to find himself confused by a mass of
disconnected facts.”®" So, Millikan framed Curie’s book as a flawed product of conser-
vative method and attitude, which he regarded as inappropriate at a time when physical

theories were transforming very quickly.
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In his reviews of the books by Stark and Curie, Millikan charged the methods of his
peers with dogmatism and conservatism. The methods evaluated in this way by Millikan
included literary practices such as referencing the work of others, which he judged Stark
had done insufficiently, or procedures such as the formulation of theories from experi-
mental data, from which he felt Curie had abstained. Millikan praised the methods of
his colleagues when he believed that these reflected qualities like carefulness or modera-
tion. For example, in his otherwise critical review of Curie’s book on radioactivity, Mil-
likan praised her discussion of her own scientific discoveries, in gendered language, for
being “charmingly modest.”® He positively reviewed the aforementioned book on radio-
activity by Jones in similar fashion, praising the author’s literary and experimental meth-
ods for their “admirable moderation of statement” and “judicious balancing of arguments
for and against rival hypotheses.” Yet Millikan regretted that Jones, on a few occasions,
had shown a “rather immoderate haste in arriving at positive conclusions.”® Ernest Ruth-
erford, in turn, was praised by Millikan for having prepared his book on the same topic
“carefully and thoroughly” and for referring to the work of other investigators “fairly.”**

Millikan was not the only American physicist who used language of virtue and vice
to evaluate method. The most frequently invoked method-related virtues in Science and

» <«

PR were “carefulness,” “thoroughness” (or “penetration”), “objectivity,” and “lucidity”
(or “clarity”). These virtues were applied to methods covering the whole of the process
of preparing a book, from doing experiments to deriving theoretical conclusions, and
from writing to referring. In a review for Science, Page “congratulated” the authors of a
recent textbook on theoretical physics “on the clearness and perspicuity of their devel-
opment of the subject.” Another textbook, on electromagnetism, was recommended
by Page because it gave “the evidence of the most careful and painstaking prepara-

tion.”®¢

Bridgman, in turn, praised one colleague for his “keenness of observation,”
while criticizing another for a lack of patience. According to Bridgman, this colleague
had prepared his book in an “atmosphere of hurry,” which had resulted in a lack of “dif-
ferentiation of the important from the incidental.”*®

Book reviewers in physics invoked notions like “carefulness,” “judiciousness,” and

“keenness” not only as character traits but also to evaluate the methods of their peers.
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These epistemic virtues and vices primarily referred to literary, theoretical, and exper-
imental knowledge practices, such as taking measurements, performing calculations, or
referencing the work of others.

Books themselves were also regularly evaluated in terms of virtues. That virtues were
applied not only to authors and their methods but also to books is explicitly shown in a
review in PR by James Chadwick, a British colleague of Bridgman, Millikan, and Page,
who wrote the following about a book on radioactivity: “the great virtue of the book is
its remarkable thoroughness in the scrutiny of the literature, a thoroughness which can
hardly be over-emphasized.”® Bridgman and Page also maintained that published work
could embody certain virtues, such as “thoroughness” or “carefulness.” More specifi-
cally, they praised books for incorporating “thorough discussions” or “careful descrip-
tions.”® Millikan too applied language of virtue and vice to assess books rather than
authors’ qualities, for example, when he reviewed Arthur Llewelyn Hughes’s Photo-
Electricity of 1914. Millikan stated that “Hughes’ book is remarkable for its combination
of thoroughness with conciseness [and] for its scholarly fairness to all observers.”"

Although, technically, Millikan’s use of the labels of thoroughness and fairness in the
above only concerned the knowledge product—that is, the book itself—it is not unrea-
sonable to interpret his use of these criteria, especially of “fairness,” also as an endorse-
ment of Hughes’ personal qualities as a researcher. That evaluations of research and re-
searchers could intertwine and reinforce one another becomes further evident from
how Page approached the work of Austrian-American physicist Arthur Haas: Page rec-
ommended Haas’s work on thermodynamics because of “the author’s customary clear

» <«

and forceful style.” “As usual with Professor Haas’ works,” he continued, “a high degree
of scientific accuracy is maintained.””> Here, Page implied that the virtues of Haas’s re-
search—in particular its clarity, forcefulness, and accuracy—were inherent to Haas’s
personal qualities as a researcher. Sometimes Page even interpreted virtues as inherent
to whole nations of researchers.” For example, he recommended a book on relativity
theory by French astronomer Jean Chazy for being written “with the clarity of exposi-
tion characteristic of the French.”* In fact, expressions like “T'eutonic dogmatism” and

“French lucidity,” which I have mentioned earlier, and “German thoroughness” and
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“French charm” were not at all uncommon in the three journals examined in this
study.” Apparently, book reviewers in history and physics believed that there was a cor-
relation between the (national) personal backgrounds of researchers and the quality of
their methods and the knowledge they produced.

In some of Millikan’s book reviews in Science, this perceived continuity between the
personal qualities and backgrounds of authors and the quality of their methods and re-
sults surfaced particularly visibly. When he reviewed a book on electron theory by Brit-
ish physicist Owen W. Richardson, in 1915, he noted that “the present volume . . . ex-
hibits . . . enormous industry and a commendable fairness and reasonableness of
temper.” By invoking epistemic virtues in this way, Millikan suggested that books re-
flected authors’ personal qualities.” Furthermore, in a 1914 review in Science of a book
by the German physicist Wilhelm Hallwachs, Millikan made explicit that the virtues of
“fairness” and “objectiveness” reflected not only his methods, but also his character—
or “spirit,” as he called it. In this review, Millikan noted that Hallwachs had written his
book “with an admirable objectiveness and freedom from bias of either a national or
personal kind. All experimental work is reported fairly and fully, and all theories are
presented from the points of view of their authors.” Writing in 1914, just after the out-
break of the First World War, Millikan went as far as to claim that “if only the schol-
ars and statesmen had carried over into political affairs the method and spirit which
Hallwachs here exemplifies,” by which he referred to Hallwachs’s objectivity and free-

dom from bias, “there would have been no great war.””

SCIENTIFIC METHOD

I have shown that both historians and physicists made regular use of the language of
virtue and vice in their book reviews for both character and knowledge evaluation. They
applied virtues and vices as norms to highlight and assess the personal traits of authors
themselves, as well as their methods and results. Attentive readers may have noted that
there was a significant overlap between the specific virtues and vices that early twentieth-
century American historians and physicists adhered to; virtues that were especially
frequently invoked by book reviewers from both disciplines were “carefulness,” “thor-
oughness,” and “objectivity.” How may we explain these similarities?

That some of the main epistemic virtues of historians and physicists overlapped

becomes comprehensible in light of their similar epistemologies; the shared epistemic
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virtues of American historians and physicists reflected similarly empirically oriented
research practices, which corresponded to similar notions of “scientific method.”® To
be more precise, both professional groups were highly invested in empiricist ideals.”
This is to say that they prioritized the gathering of factual knowledge over theorizing.
American historians’ favored “factual” research practice concerned source criticism, a
method that they considered to be strictly “objective.” Indeed, the generation who
founded and largely filled the first volumes of the AHR “tended to a rigid factualism that
emphasized the criticism of documents and accumulation of facts.”’® These scholars
maintained that the essential task of historical professionals was the patient, thorough,
and careful reconstruction of historical events on the basis of the empirical study of tex-
tual sources.'”!

Meanwhile, most of the articles published in PR as well were empirical in outlook.
During the first decades of the twentieth century, a “fact-gathering type of research”
filled most of the journal’s pages.'” Many authors, including Millikan, dealt with the
electron and sought to experimentally examine its physical properties.'”® Millikan and
colleagues described their preferred factual method of quantitative measurement in
terms of the same virtues by which American historians referred to source criticism. In
a 1913 article in PR in which he reported on his experimental investigations into the
charge of the electron, Millikan alluded to the virtue of “carefulness” no fewer than thir-
teen times while describing his methods.'** Three years later, he charged Einstein with
the vice of “recklessness” after he had posited the existence of photons, arguing that this
hypothesis “flies in the face of the thoroughly established facts of interference.”**
Thus, early twentieth-century American historians and physicists upheld similar,

empiricist research ideals.'*

They articulated these ideals by means of a set of shared
virtues, of which “carefulness,” “objectivity,” and “thoroughness” were the most prom-
inent ones. American historians even drew direct inspiration from physics. As Peter

Novick has argued, the generations of American historians to which Becker, Cheyney,
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and Fay belonged found in the natural sciences, and in physics in particular, their major
model of “scientific method.”"” It is revealing that, in his 1904 presidential address at a
meeting of the AHA, Henry Charles Lea praised “the adoption of scientific methods” by
American historians, circumscribing their research as “thorough and earnest.”'* In an
obituary of Lea dated 1911, Cheyney claimed that “scientific method is much the same
to whatever department of knowledge it is applied.” He explained this by comparing the
methods of history to those of the natural sciences, and by arguing that both were dif-
ferent expressions of one and the same epistemic virtue: “objectivity.”'*” A decade later,
Cheyney even claimed that history was shaped by “natural laws,” such as the laws of
continuity and interdependence of historical events and the instability of nations,
which he interpreted in analogy with the physical “laws of gravitation.”''* Lea’s and
Cheyney’s remarks illustrate that virtues like “thoroughness” and “objectivity” enabled
transdisciplinary exchanges about what counted as proper method and made a good
researcher.'"

Becker was more skeptical about the possibility of strictly objective historical re-
search than Cheyney and Fay. He was among the first and main American proponents
of “historical relativism.” Historical relativists like Becker no longer adhered to strictly
empiricist ideals of “objective method.” Surprisingly, however, they continued to draw
inspiration from physics, just like those historians who had embraced objectivity as a
leading epistemic virtue and rejected subjectivity as a major epistemic vice. As Novick
has argued, historical relativists in the 1920s and 1930s understood their notions of
“scientific method” to be challenged by recent developments in relativity theory and
quantum mechanics. They understood these theories to demonstrate the impossibil-
ity of describing nature objectively and applied these “lessons” to history.'?

The evaluative norms and language of historians and physicists in early twentieth-
century America were thus not just similar but even interconnected. Their notions of
“scientific method” were linked through shared epistemic virtues and vices, such as ob-
jectivity, carefulness, and thoroughness. Historians and physicists regularly invoked
these shared virtues and vices in their book reviews. Furthermore, they did so in similar

ways, that is, to assess knowledge and character.
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CONCLUSION

Returning to the opening controversy of this article, we must conclude that Otto
Eisenschiml was right in noting that American historians considered the personality of au-
thors in their book reviews. From their regular application of virtues and vices as norms
to evaluate personal character and attitude, we can infer that American historians be-
lieved that a good researcher had to meet certain personal qualities in order to produce
sound knowledge. In their book reviews, they promoted the virtues of “carefulness,”
“thoroughness,” and “objectivity” and criticized authors whom they deemed guilty of
the vices of “dogmatism” or “prejudice.” That said, both Eisenschiml and Becker seem
to have overlooked that scientific book reviewers, as well, regarded authors’ personal-
ities as a relevant issue. As in history, book reviewers in physics used virtue language—
more often than vice language—to judge authors themselves.

Apart from claiming, unjustifiably, that scientific book reviewers refrained from dis-
cussing the qualities and attitudes of authors, Eisenschiml further claimed that their
“fault-finding” was “all with methods, not with men.”""* Again, Eisenschiml was partly
right: he was just in observing that, during the first decades of the twentieth century,
many a scientific book reviewer paid close attention to method. However, as we have
seen, physicists, like historians, regularly evaluated method in terms of virtues such as
“honesty” and “carefulness” and vices like “haste” and “conservatism.” It is difficult to
interpret such evaluations in strictly epistemic terms; they implied a judgment of per-
sonal character and attitude, since both historians and physicists considered personal
virtue to be of fundamental importance to sound knowledge making.

In sum, historians and physicists reviewing books in the American Historical Re-
view, Physical Review, and Science during the first decades of the twentieth century ap-
plied norms like “objectivity” and “dogmatism” to evaluate the process of knowledge
making and its results, as well as the character traits and attitudes of the person engag-
ing in that process. Their reinforcement of these norms—which I have framed as ep-
istemic virtues and vices—related to the practical as well as the personal aspects of
knowledge making. Indeed, American historians and physicists applied language of vir-
tue and vice to evaluate both knowledge and character.

It is worth asking whether knowledge and character continued to be evaluated sim-
ilarly and interchangeably in postwar America. Did scholars and scientists assessing the
work of colleagues, including book reviewers, still consider their colleagues’ personal
qualities and attitudes a relevant issue? Or did the personal aspects of knowledge mak-
ing emphasized by early twentieth-century book reviewers gradually disappear into the

background during the second half of the twentieth century? And to what extent did
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this differ between the humanities and the sciences? Answering these questions could
provide a further substantiation, or nuance, of recent claims that “people and their vir-
tues,” to put it in the words of Steven Shapin, have mattered to the making of knowl-

edge in postwar America.'**
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