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Knowledge Made Human

The desire to be read–to have oneâs knowledge and
ideas made mobile, to circulate, and to meet with an ap-
propriate audience–is, as Scholars in Action testifies, a
long-standing one. For scholars at work in the eigh-
teenth century, vital and venerable modes of epistolary
communication were increasingly supplemented by a
range of printed alternatives, not least learned periodi-
cals which permitted a more rapid and far-reaching dif-
fusion of knowledge through a globally distributed intel-
lectual community numbering âat the very least 30,000
active citizensâ (p. 73). Anxiety as to oneâs status as
a citizen within the Republic of Letters often centered
upon the mobility and visibility of oneâs knowledge. In
that respect, very little separates the savants, philosophes,
and proto-scientists of the eighteenth century from con-
temporary academics. In an era, now, where the poten-
tial âimpactâ of oneâs intellectual work depends upon its
rapid sighting and citing by others, the value and desir-
ability of the edited collection as a medium for the ef-
fective exchange of knowledge has been subject to de-
bate. One recent contributor to the London School of

Economicsâ Impact Blog concluded, with tongue some-
what in cheek, that âresearcherswhowrite book chapters
might as well bury the paper in a hole in their garden.â[1]
Scholars in Action is, its contributors will be relieved to
know, a robust and vibrant refutation of that assessment.

Scholars in Action emerges from a 2008 conference
organized at the University of Bern to mark the 300th
anniversary of the birth of the Swiss scholar Albrecht
von Haller (1708â77)–a man who, in his range of social,
intellectual, and professional interests, represents some-
thing of the diversity of the eighteenth-century Republic
of Letters. That four-day conference, âPraktiken desWis-
sens und die Figur des Gelehrten im 18. Jahrhundert,â
has resulted in a substantial and significant work of ref-
erencewhichwill be of considerable interest to historians
of science, book historians, historians of ideas, and his-
torical geographers (among other disciplinary communi-
ties). Arranged over two volumes and more than nine
hundred pages, the book consists of thirty-eight sub-
stantive chapters–divided between six thematic parts–
together with a detailed introduction. The Bern confer-
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ence and the publication of the book are events separated
by half a decade: a fact that doubtless signals to the scale
of the task assumed by collectionâs editors.

The bookâs almost forty chapters are linked by a com-
mon concern with the social history of knowledge mak-
ing, management, and distribution during the eighteenth
century andwith individual scholars as âproducers, bear-
ers, and transmitters of knowledgeâ (p. 5). In attempting
to capture something of the diversity of those individuals
collectively referred to here as âscholars,â the net is cast
widely (at least within Europe) to encompass clerics and
magistrates, professional academics and lay enthusiasts,
and civil servants and travelers, among other groups.
Scholars in Action is, in this sense, a significant work
of prosopography–the bookâs index of personal names
runs to more than a thousand entries–which is attentive,
among other things, to the means by which knowledge
was obtained through travel, observation, and experi-
mentation; evaluated and authorized by patrons, peers,
and professional institutions; circulated in the form of
specimens, printed books, and scholarly journals; and
collected together in libraries, laboratories, and botanical
gardens. Whilst the bookâs thematic focus is not, in that
sense, a novel one, the sheer variety, detail, and interest
of the empirical examples presented affords a nuanced
and compelling account of the sociology and geography
of knowledge in the Age of Enlightenment.

One astonishing statistic, repeated more than once
in the book, is that Albrecht von Haller wrote âsome
9,000 reviewsâ of books and scholarly treatises during
his career–a figure which affords not only an insight into
his quotidian scholarly activities but is also an indication
of quite how productive of new knowledge (and of new
print) the eighteenth century was (p. 237). Although it is
somewhat invidious to single out specific contributions
to such a large collection of essays, those dealing in vari-
ous ways with the making and circulation of knowledge
in print are particularly important for what they have to
say about the role of editors and publishers in managing
authorship (as both a process and as a role) and in shap-
ing and spreading information and ideas. The increas-
ing significance of scholarly journals during this period–
often published under the auspices of an institutional or
professional authority–is shown to have been at once a
response and a contribution to the perceived flood of new
knowledge and information generated during this period.
Scholarly periodicals served not only to make knowledge
circulate but, as a consequence of emerging procedures
of review and criticism, to evaluate and rank that knowl-
edge. In this respect, eighteenth-century print culture

informed, as it was informed by, social processes of eval-
uation and authorization.

Anxiety as to oneâs authority as a scholar was, in
the eighteenth century as it is now, a pervasive con-
cern. How individuals sought to earn, claim, or demon-
strate their authority through specific social, rhetorical,
technical, and corporeal performances is a topic which
links several of the collectionâs chapters. What this book
shows is that reputation and fame were often (albeit im-
precisely) taken to be proxies for authority; the principles
of objectivity and rationality for which the Enlighten-
ment is presumed to stand were often secondary to ques-
tions of prestige, social standing, and political influence.

Perhaps inevitably, certain of the criticisms leveled at
edited collections can be applied here: some chapters ad-
dress the bookâs thematic concerns more directly than
do others; some contextual ground is covered more than
once by chapters which, unavoidably, overlap to a de-
gree; the whole offers a compelling summary of how we
think now about the activity of scholarship in the eigh-
teenth century, but does somewhat less to point at future
directions. Whilst it might seem churlish to ask more
from an editorial teamwhose taskwas, undoubtedly, her-
culean, the collection (whilst containing an index of per-
sonal names) lacks a thematic or subject index. Given
the bookâs chronological and thematic diversity, and the
range of disciplinary audiences to which the collection
speaks, such an indexwould have proved extremely help-
ful. Book historians will, for example, find much of inter-
est in Hole RÃ¶Ãlerâs discussion of frontispiece autho-
rial portraits and Reinhart Siegertâs examination of title
pages and prefaces in scholarly texts, but may struggle
to find them without an index. Similarly, whilst a cumu-
lative bibliography would have added considerable heft
to an already large book, it would have added greatly to
the collectionâs value as a work of reference. Such criti-
cisms aside–and given the fact that more than half of the
contributors to Scholars in Action are from the German-
speaking world–the editorial team and the collectionâs
authors deserve sincere praise for the work of translation
and second-language writing herein displayed.

Scholars in Action is an important book, but also an
expensive one: at â¬229.00 (US$318.00), it is priced for
university libraries or for those individuals with deep
pockets. Given that individual chapters will undoubtedly
become required reading for undergraduate and post-
graduate students across a range of disciplines (most es-
pecially in the history of science), the collectionâs likely
status as a key work or reference is clear. Historians of
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geography and historical geographers will find much of
value here, both generally (in relation to chapters dealing
with the spaces and places of knowledge production, ac-
cumulation, and reception) and specifically (in relation,
for example, to Martin Gierlâs account of the teaching
of geography at the University of GÃ¶ttingen in the sec-
ond half of the eighteenth century). Geographers will be
particularly conscious, however, of the collectionâs Eu-
rocentric focus in terms of its biographical subjects and
will lament the fact that the contribution of those schol-

ars at work beyond Europe, who made the Republic of
Letters a global state, has not been addressed more di-
rectly.

Note

[1]. Dorothy Bishop, âHow to Bury
your Academic Writing,â The Impact Blog, Au-
gust 29, 2012, http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/
impactofsocialsciences/2012/08/29/
how-to-bury-your-academic-writing/.
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