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1 �The Origin of »Historical-Critical« in Biblical Studies: Some 
Common Errors

Given the recent debates concerning the validity of the historical-critical method,1 
we looked in vain for a discussion of the origin and early uses of this term. This 
article attempts to fill this lacuna with respect to the study of the Hebrew Bible.

The term »historical-critical« is often misused by modern scholars in reference 
to figures who never employ the term, but are considered to be the founders of 
modern biblical studies, such as Baruch/Benedict Spinoza and Richard Simon,2 or 

1 See, e.  g., Adele Reinhartz, »The Hermeneutics of Chutzpah: A Disquisition on the Value/s of ›Crit-
ical Investigation of the Bible,‹« JBL 140/1 (2021) 8–30; Wongi Park, »Multiracial Biblical Studies,« 
JBL 140/3 (2021) 435–459; Paul Michael Kurtz, »A Historical, Critical Retrospective on Historical 
Criticism,« in New Cambridge Companion to Biblical Interpretation, ed. Ian Boxall and Bradley C. 
Gregory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022) 15–36. We will not enter here into the issue 
of whether the historical-critical method is a single method, or even properly defined as a method 
at all; on these issues, see John Barton, The Nature of Biblical Criticism (Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox, 2007).
2 In his work Short Studies on Great Subjects (New York: Scribner, Armstrong and Co., 1874), 
James A. Froude argues that Spinoza’s Theologico-Politico Treatise was »the forerunner of German 
historical criticism; the whole of which has been but the application of principles laid down in that 
remarkable work« (317). For more examples on the association between the term »historical-crit-
ical« and Spinoza, see James Barr, »Interpretation, History of: Modern Biblical Criticism,« in The 
Oxford Companion to the Bible, ed. Bruce M. Metzger and Michael D. Coogan (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1993) 305–324: 322; Joseph Blenkinsopp, The Pentateuch: An Introduction to the First 
Five Books of the Bible (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 2; John H. Hayes, »The History of the Study of 
Israelite and Judaean History,« in Israelite and Judaean History, ed. John H. Hayes and J. Maxwell 
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even earlier medieval or classical Jewish scholars.3 More typically, the Protestant 
German Enlightenment figures Johann David Michaelis (1717–1791) and Johann Got-
tfried Eichhorn (1752–1827)4 are invoked as the founders of historical-critical Bible 
study.5 This too is misplaced; although Eichhorn’s Einleitung »set a new benchmark 
for historicist biblical philology,« it was built on the foundation of others.6 More 
significantly, his most important work, Einleitung in das Alte Testament (1780–1783), 
never uses the term, even though some highly-regarded reference books, such as 
Encyclopædia Britannica, make this claim.7 Those who attribute the origin of the 
term to him may be confusing the terms »historical-critical« and »higher criticism«: 
Eichhorn coined the latter,8 but not the former.

Miller (London: SCM Press, 1977) 7–42; Roy A. Harrisville and Walter Sundberg, The Bible in Mod-
ern Culture: Theology and Historical-Critical Method from Spinoza to Käsemann (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1995). Kenneth Minkema considers both Simon and Spinoza to be pioneers of the histor-
ical-critical method; see Kenneth Minkema, »Mather, Cotton,« EBR 18:67–69. Jeffery Morrow refers 
to Simon as »a first-rate historical biblical critic from historical criticism’s earliest inception in the 
seventeenth century« (»Faith, Reason and History in Early Modern Catholic Biblical Interpretation: 
Fr. Richard Simon and St. Thomas More,« New Blackfriars 96/1066 [2015] 658–673: 658).
3 See, e.  g., Richard J. H. Gottheil, »Some Early Jewish Bible Criticism: Annual Presidential Address 
to the Society of Biblical Literature and Exegesis,« JBL 23/1 (June 1904) 1–12. Some Christian scholars 
similarly find the origin of the method in the pre-Enlightenment era, in the Reformation or earlier; 
see, e.  g., John Barton, »Historical-Critical Approaches,« in The Cambridge Companion to Biblical 
Interpretation, ed. John Barton (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998) 9–20: 16, and John 
Barton, The Nature of Biblical Criticism, 117–136. The tendency to date the beginning of critical 
scholarship to such early periods in Judaism is soundly criticized by Menahem Haran, Biblical 
Research in Hebrew: A Discussion of Its Character and Trends (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1970), 9: »Any 
attempt at pushing back the date of Hebrew biblical criticism and finding early signs of it in Tal-
mudic literature or in the works of medieval scholars, puts the cart before the horse and obscures 
the border line between historical periods.«
4 See, e.  g., Thomas Kelly Cheyne, Founders of Old Testament Criticism: Biographical, Descriptive, 
and Critical Studies (London: Methuen & Co., 1893), 2.
5 For example, Edgar Krentz, The Historical-Critical Method (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975), notes 
that »Eichhorn and Michaelis set the pattern that is still in use today« (20).
6 James Turner, Philology: The Forgotten Origins of the Modern Humanities (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2014), 117.
7 The Editors of Encyclopædia Britannica, »Johann Gottfried Eichhorn,« Encyclopædia Britan-
nica, edited October 12, 2021, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Johann-Gottfried-Eichhorn# 
ref263105: »His chief works included Historisch-kritische Einleitung ins Alte Testament (3 vol., 1780–
1783; ›Historical and Critical Introduction to the Old Testament‹).«
8 Turner, Philology, 117; 211. Jonathan Sheehan notes that the first use of »higher criticism« was 
in the preface to Eichhorn’s Introduction to the Old Testament; see Jonathan Sheehan, »In the 
Christian Archives: Sacrifice, the Higher Criticism, and the History of Religion,« Modern Intel-
lectual History (2022) 1208–1226: 1215. In his The Problem of the Pentateuch: An Examination of 
the Results of Higher Criticism (Norwood, MA: The Plimpton Press, 1906), Randolph H. McKim 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Johann-Gottfried-Eichhorn#ref263105
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Johann-Gottfried-Eichhorn#ref263105
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2 �The Origin of »Historical-Critical« in Old Testament Studies: 
Georg Lorenz Bauer

As far as we know, Georg Lorenz Bauer, in his third edition of Historisch-kritische 
Einleitung in das Alte Testament in 1806, was the first person to use »historical-crit-
ical« in a programmatic sense in a book title.9 Bauer held both philological and 
theological interests, studying oriental languages and theology at the University 
of Altdorf (1772–1775); before he accepted a professorship of oriental languages in 
the philosophy department at Altdorf in 1789, he served as a pastor and preacher 
in Nuremberg.10 Bauer’s rationalist leanings put him at odds with the theological 
faculty, so he was only allowed to teach in the philosophy department.11 In 1804, 
Bauer was appointed as Professor for Oriental Literature and Biblical Criticism at 
the University of Heidelberg, which he accepted in 1805 after that faculty overcame 
their opposition to his rationalism.12 He taught there for one year, dying on January 
12, 1806.

Bauer’s Historisch-kritische Einleitung went through three editions (1794, 1801, 
1806). The term historisch-kritisch is not used in the first edition and appears for 
the first time in the second edition (1801), though not yet in its title. Bauer’s wording 
suggests that he is the first to employ the phrase for an introduction: »The science, 
which we present here, and which has for some time been given the name of an 
›introduction,‹ is a historical-critical introduction to the Scriptures of the Old Testa-

writes that Eichhorn »christened« the »history of the modern science« as »The Higher Criticism« 
(40). Opponents of higher criticism also attribute the term to Eichhorn: »It is through [Eichhorn] 
that the name Higher Criticism has become identified with the movement … Eichhorn has been 
called the father of Higher Criticism, and was the first man to use the term.« See further, Canon 
Dyson Hague, »The History of Higher Criticism,« in The Higher Criticism and the New Theology: 
Unscientific, Unscriptural, and Unwholesome, ed. Reuben Archer Torrey (New York: Gospel, 1911) 
29–68: 37; 41.
9 Georg Lorenz Bauer, Entwurf einer historisch-kritischen Einleitung in die Schriften des Alten Tes-
taments zu Vorlesungen (Nürnberg und Altdorf: in der J. C. Monath und J. F. Kusslerschen Buch-
handlung, 31806). On Bauer, see Albrecht Beutel, »Bauer, Georg Lorenz,« RPP 1:644; Joachim Schaper 
wrote about him in »Problems and Prospects of a ›History of the Religion of Israel‹: 5. Epilogue,« 
in Hebrew Bible / Old Testament, Volume 3.2: From Modernism to Post-Modernism: The Twentieth 
Century, ed. Magne Sæbø et al. (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1996) 622–641: 640: »Bauer 
was the first author in the history of theology to have used the term ›historisch-kritisch.‹« For more 
on Bauer, see Johannes Zachhuber, Theology as Science in Nineteenth-Century Germany: From F. C. 
Baur to Ernst Troeltsch (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).
10 Otto Merk, »Bauer, Georg Lorenz (1755–1806),« DBI 1:109.
11 Ibid.
12 Ibid.
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ment.«13 Bauer divides his historical-critical method into two categories: lower and 
higher criticism.14 Higher criticism seeks to evaluate the authenticity of Old Testa-
ment writings,15 while lower criticism concerns itself with the history of a text.16 
Bauer’s scholarship was largely forgotten after his death, and had little influence 
on biblical scholarship beyond the early nineteenth century.

The term was used at approximately the same time in the NT introduction of 
Johann Ernst Christian Schmidt’s Historisch-kritische Einleitung ins Neue Testa-
ment, first published in 1804.17 Although Schmidt does not offer a definition of the 
term historisch-kritisch, his work anticipates modern New Testament scholarship 
in many ways.

3 �The Dissemination of the Term by Wilhelm Martin Leberecht 
de Wette

Wilhelm Martin Leberecht de Wette popularized, and even anchored this term in 
HB/OT study in his first edition of Lehrbuch der historisch-kritischen Einleitung in 
die kanonischen und apokryphischen Bücher des Alten Testaments, published in 
1817.18 Unlike Schmidt, de Wette clearly defines historical-criticism, seeing it as 
»render[ing] the productions of biblical literature intelligible in their historical 
relations and peculiarities.«19 (We discuss his definition in greater detail below.) 
If de Wette is indeed responsible for the broad use of the term, we have another 

13 Bauer, Entwurf einer historisch-kritischen Einleitung, 1: »Die Wissenschaft, welche wir hier vor-
tragen, und die man seit geraumer Zeit mit dem Namen einer Einleitung belegt hat, ist eine histo
risch-kritische Einleitung in die Schriften des Alten Testaments.«
14 Ibid., 3. More recent biblical scholarship suggests that the lines between higher and lower criti-
cism are much fuzzier than Bauer and others had suggested.
15 See further, Bauer, Entwurf einer historisch-kritischen Einleitung, 63–68, esp. 64  f.; 67  f.
16 Ibid.
17 Johann Ernst Christian Schmidt, Kritische Geschichte der neutestamentlichen Schriften (Gießen: 
Tasché und Müller, 1804).
18 Wilhelm Martin Leberecht de Wette, Lehrbuch der historisch-kritischen Einleitung in die kanoni
schen und apokryphischen Bücher des Alten Testaments (Berlin: Georg Reimer, 1852).
19 Wilhelm Martin Leberecht de Wette, A Critical and Historical Introduction to the Canonical 
Scriptures of the Old Testament, trans. Theodore Parker (Boston: Rufus Leighton, Jr., 1859), v. For the 
German, see de Wette, Lehrbuch der historisch-kritischen Einleitung, vii: »Das Höchste, zu welchem 
die historische Kritik der Bibel hinstrebt, und wozu sie wenigstens den Weg bahnen soll, ist die 
Auffassung der Erscheinungen der biblischen Literatur in ihren ächt geschichtlichen Verhältnissen 
und Eigenthümlichkeiten.« For an excellent summary of de Wette’s historical-critical method, see 
Jean Louis Ska, »Abraham between History and Poetry,« HBAI 3 (2014) 24–42: 27–30.
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reason to consider him, as Rogerson did, the founder of modern biblical criti-
cism.20

The name Lehrbuch der historisch-kritischen Einleitung in die kanonischen 
und apokryphischen Bücher des Alten Testaments was retained in all future edi-
tions21 and its equivalent appeared in the 1843 English edition as well: A Critical 
and Historical Introduction to the Canonical Scriptures of the Old Testament. This 
book appeared in German in several editions between 1817 and 1852, and in English 
between 1843 and 1864, and was used as a basic text, especially in Germany, for 
OT study and reference. The German edition was reprinted as recently as 2012.22 
Beginning in the early nineteenth century, the term »historical-critical« appeared 
in many biblical and related handbooks, likely under the influence of de Wette.23

20 John W. Rogerson, W. M. L. de Wette, Founder of Modern Biblical Criticism: An Intellectual Biog-
raphy, JSOTSup 126 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1992). See also Thomas Albert Howard, Religion and 
the Rise of Historicism: W. M. L. de Wette, Jacob Burckhardt, and the Theological Origins of Nine-
teenth-Century Historical Consciousness (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), who rec-
ognizes the significance of de Wette, and his advance over Eichhorn. The importance of de Wette 
is similarly recognized by James Turner, Philology; see esp. 212. None of these scholars, however, 
notes his central role in popularizing the term historical-critical. De Wette’s 1805 dissertation used 
the term »critical« without »historical«: Wilhelm Martin Leberecht de Wette, »Dissertatio Critica 
qua a prioribus Deuteronomium Pentateuchi Libris Diversum alius cuiusdam recentioris auctoris 
opus esse Monstratur« (University of Jena: Ph.D. diss., 1805). Jean Louis Ska (personal correspond-
ence with Marc Brettler on August 1, 2022) has astutely made the following conclusion about Euro-
pean exegesis: »When a Spanish, a Dutch, a French, or a British exegete traces a small path through 
the biblical forest, then comes afterwards a German exegete who builds a highway on the same 
spot and the small path disappears.« In this case, de Wette is the exegete who builds the highway 
upon smaller paths traced by his predecessors. In other words, while de Wette did not invent the 
term historical-critical, he gave clarity to its meaning and methodology.
21 This work went through seven editions, six of which were published in his lifetime in 1817, 1822, 
1829, 1833, 1840, and 1844.
22 Wilhelm Martin Leberecht de Wette, Lehrbuch der historisch-kritischen Einleitung in die kano
nischen und apokryphischen Bücher des Alten Testaments (Charleston, SC: Nabu Press, 2012).
23 Leonhard Berthold, Historisch-kritische Einleitung in sämtliche kanonische und apokryphische 
Schriften des Alten und Neuen Testaments (Erlangen: Palm, 1812); Johann Georg Herbst, Historisch- 
kritische Einleitung in die heiligen Schriften des Alten Testament, ed. Benedict Welte (Karlsruhe/
Freiburg: Herder, 1840); Johann Karl Wilhelm Vatke, Historisch-kritische Einleitung in das Alte Tes-
tament. Nach Vorlesungen herausgegeben von Hermann G. S. Preiss. Mit einem Vorwort von D. A. 
Hilgenfeld (Bonn: Verlag von Emil Strauss, 1886); Gustav Weil, Historisch-kritische Einleitung in den 
Koran (Bielefeld: Velhagen & Klasing, 1844); Abraham Kuenen, Historisch-kritische Einleitung in die 
Bücher des Alten Testaments hinsichtlich ihrer Entstehung und Sammlung. Autorisierte deutsche 
Ausgabe von Th. Weber (Leipzig: O. Schulze, 1887). Original title in Dutch: Historisch-kritisch onder-
zoek naar het ontstaan en de verzameling van de boeken des Ouden Verbonds, vol. 1, Het ontstaan 
van de historische boeken des Ouden Verbonds. (Leiden: Engels en Zoon, 11861). We thank Jean Louis 
Ska for bringing these sources to our attention.
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De Wette’s description of this method is still helpful:

ITS SCIENTIFIC CHARACTER. Since the object of an introduction to the Bible is the history of 
the Bible, its scientific character is historicocritical; that is, the Bible is to be considered as an 
historical phenomenon, in a series with other such phenomena, and entirely subject to the 
laws of historical inquiry. The consideration of it in a religious view that is, according to the 
dogma of inspiration and revelation – falls within the department of introduction only so far 
as this dogma is connected with the history of the origin of the Bible. This dogma itself, there-
fore, is likewise to be treated historically. However, the introductory treatment of the history 
of the canon must turn out differently from the dogmatic history of the same, because the 
critical principle preponderates in the former.24

This is a statement about deprivileging the Bible, remarkably similar to Spinoza’s 
statement in the Theological-Political Treatise: »Now to put it briefly, I hold that the 
method of interpreting Scripture is no different from the method of interpreting 
Nature, and is in fact in complete accord with it.«25 Spinoza emphasizes the similar-
ity of interpreting the Bible to interpreting Nature, while de Wette looks to history. 
Had Spinoza’s position taken the day, this type of biblical study would have been 
called »natural-critical« instead of »historical-critical«.

4 �The Earlier Use of »Historical-Critical« Outside of Biblical 
Studies

De Wette’s choice of the term »historical-critical« depends on that term’s use in 
earlier Latin and German sources in many disciplines, including theology. Its ear-
liest use known to us is in Johann Stalen’s Papissa monstrosa, et mera fabula, seu 
dissertatio historico-critica, qua ex vulgi errore ortum de Papissa sigmentu Penitus 

24 De Wette, A Critical and Historical Introduction, 3  f.; for the German, see de Wette, Lehrbuch der 
historisch-kritischen Einleitung, 2  f.: »Da der Gegenstand der biblischen Einleitung die Geschichte 
der Bibel ist, so ist ihr wissenschaftlicher Charakter historisch-kritisch, d.  h., die Bibel wird als 
eine geschichtliche Erscheinung in der Reihe mit andern dergleichen Erscheinungen betrachtet, 
und ganz den Gesetzen historischer Untersuchung unterworfen. Die Betrachtung derselben nach 
religiöser Ansicht (nach dem Dogma der Inspiration und Offenbarung) gehört nur in sofern in den 
Kreis der Einleitung, als dieses Dogma mit der Entstehungsgeschichte der Bibelsammlung verwebt, 
also selbst wieder geschichtlich geworden ist. Jedoch muss die introductorische Behandlung der 
Geschichte des Kanons von der dogmenhistorischen durch das vorherrschende kritische Princip 
verschieden ausfallen.«
25 Benedict de Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, trans. Samuel Shirley (Indianapolis: 
Hackett, 2001), 87. On Spinoza’s understanding of Nature, see Eric Schliesser, »Spinoza and the 
Philosophy of Science: Mathematics, Motion, and Being,« in The Oxford Handbook of Spinoza, ed. 
Michael Della Rocca (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018) 158–171.
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profligatur, opposita nugis et columniis, published in Cologne in 1639.26 The term 
»historico-critica« became increasingly popular toward the end of the seventeenth 
century and the beginning of the eighteenth century, especially in Latin disserta-
tions. The term was used in disciplines ranging from the study of ancient Greek 
language27 to the study of early Christianity28 to the study of Josephus and the New 
Testament.29 Scholars of the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament readily adopted these 
approaches and the associated term,30 including scholars who were interested in 
theological questions.31

It was natural for terms such as »historical-critical« to move between these 
different areas, which were not yet understood as distinct disciplines; until the 
nineteenth century, a wide variety of disciplines including theology and classics 
were studied together by the same scholars.32 As noted by Paul Michael Kurtz, »As 
a genre, the ›historical-critical introduction‹ came into fashion, with books dedi-

26 Johann Stalen, Papissa monstrosa, et mera fabula, seu dissertatio historico-critica, qua ex vulgi 
errore ortum de Papissa sigmentu Penitus profligatur, opposita nugis et columniis (Colonia Arippina 
[Cologne]: sumptib. haered. Bernhardi Gualteri, 1639).
27 Christian Schöttgen, Dissertatio historico-critica de antiquissimis linguae germanicae monumen-
tis gothico-theotiscis (Stargard: printed by Johannis Tiller, 1723); Sixtus Aspach, He Artemis Ephesiōn 
seu Dissertatio historico-critica de Diana Ephesia quam … Publicio candidè ratiocinantium examini 
subjicit Sixtus Aspach Respondente Petro Gerhardi Falch (Copenhagen: Just Justesen Høg, 1694).
28 Joannes Matthias Hammerich, Dissertatio historico-critica de usu Evangelici Codicis apud 
veteres Christianos, quam … publicæ eruditorum disquisitioni sistit Mag. J. M. Hammerich … Defen-
dente … T. Bornemann, etc (Hauniae [Copenhagen]: Ex Reg. Majeft, & Univers. Typographéo, 1702).
29 Joannes Andreas Bosius and Lorenz Christian Beselin, In periocham Flavii Josephi de Jesu 
Christo exercitatio historico-critica… (Jenæ: Ex officina Samvelis Krebsil, 1673).
30 Johann Gottlob Carpzov, Apparatus historico criticus antiquitatum sacri codicis et gentis 
Hebraeae. Uberrimis annotationibus in Thomae Goodwini Mosen et Aaronem subministravit (Frank-
furt/Leipzig: Gleditsch, 1748).
31 Loren T. Stuckenbruck, »Johann Philipp Gabler and the Delineation of Biblical Theology,« Scot-
tish Journal of Theology 52/2 (1999) 139–157, esp. 142 n. 9. The relationship between historical-criti-
cism and biblical theology is complex. Chapman sees the benefits of historical criticism, especially 
in its capacity »to illuminate biblical testimonies from the past to help us understand ourselves 
better and act more wisely as moral agents« yet also notes that historical-criticism initially sought 
to undermine biblical theology by »avoiding literal or prescriptive readings by recalibrating the 
Bible’s depictions and truth claims according to an alternate scale of significance.« See further 
Stephen B. Chapman, »Historical Criticism, Moral Judgment, and the Future of the Past,« in A Sage 
in New Haven: Essays on the Prophets, the Writings, and the Ancient World in Honor of Robert R. 
Wilson, Ägypten und Altes Testament No.  117, ed. Alison Gruseke and Carolyn Sharp (Münster: 
Zaphon, 2023) 297–308.
32 Turner, Philology; Anthony Grafton, »Prolegomena to Friedrich August Wolf,« Journal of the 
Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 44 (1981) 101–129; Kurtz, »A Historical, Critical Retrospective on 
Historical Criticism«.
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cated to ancient Latin authors, the Greek orator Demosthenes, New Testament, Old 
Testament, Quran, Poenitentiale Romanum, and Augsburg Confession as well as 
Nathan the Wise and Minna von Barnheim by Lessing and the philosophy of the 
unconscious and philosophy of mythology.«33 Once scholarly books and disserta-
tions were written in the vernacular, the term »historical-critical« became popular 
in various European languages. It is not yet found in German book titles from the 
seventeenth century, but becomes broadly used in the eighteenth century, where it 
became part of the general language of philology of that period. The term »histori-
cal-critical« largely supplanted »grammatico-historical,« earlier favored by philol-
ogists.34

As noted by H.  G.  M. Williamson, the term »historical-critical« was slower 
to be adopted in the English-speaking world because hyphenated adjectives are 
awkward in English.35 Thus, S. R. Driver, who did more than anyone to foster this 
type of study in the English-speaking world, avoids it in his Introduction to the 
Literature of the Old Testament,36 which solidified historical-critical study in the 
English-speaking world. Nor does T. K. Cheyne use »historical-critical« or related 
terms in his Founders of Old Testament Criticism; notably, his work is not titled 
Founders of Old Testament Historical-Criticism.37 English long preferred the 
locution »historical and critical« or »historical, critical«. The latter is found, for 
example, in the translation of the famous Calmet Bible dictionary of 1797–1801 as 
Calmet’s Great Dictionary of the Holy Bible: Historical, Critical, Geographical, and 
Etymological: … Revised, Corrected, and Augmented, with an Entirely New Set of 
Plates.38 The former is used in the title of John William Whittaker, An Historical 

33 From section »What Kritik comprised,« in Kurtz, »A Historical, Critical Retrospective on Histor-
ical Criticism«: 27  f.
34 John Sailhamer remarks in his essay on Johann August Ernesti that it was Karl August Keil 
who first coined the term »grammatico-historical« in his Elementa Hermeneutices Novi Testamenti 
(Lipsiae [Leipzig]: impensis Frid. Chr. Guil. Vogelii, 1811), though the phrase is found already in 
Keil’s Lehrbuch der Hermeneutik des neuen Testamentes: nach Grundsätzen der grammatisch-his-
torischen Interpretation (Leipzig: Friedrich Christian Wilhelm Vogel, 1810). For more on this shift in 
terminology, see, H. J. Kraus, Geschichte der historisch-kritischen Erforschung des Alten Testaments 
(Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1982). See further, John  H. Sailhamer, »Johann August 
Ernesti: The Role of History in Biblical Interpretation,« JETS 44/2 (June 2001) 193–206.
35 Personal correspondence from Hugh G. M. Williamson to Marc Brettler on May 3, 2022.
36 Driver uses the term »historical-criticism« and related terms only once in his Introduction to the 
Literature of the Old Testament (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1913), xiii n. 1; he uses »critical« 45 times.
37 Cheyne, Founders of Old Testament Criticism.
38 Augustin Calmet, Charles Taylor and Edward Wells, Calmet’s Great Dictionary of the Holy Bible: 
Historical, Critical, Geographical, and Etymological. With an Ample Chronological Table of the His-
tory of the Bible, Jewish Calendar, Tables of the Hebrew Coins, Weights and Measures (Charlestown, 
MA: Printed and sold by Samuel Etheridge, 1812); this is a translation of Augustin Calmet, Diction-
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and Critical Enquiry into the Interpretation of the Hebrew Scriptures with Remarks 
on Mr. Bellamy’s New Translation, published in 1819.39 These works are not critical 
from our perspective, or even for the time of their publication. The term is also 
found, for example, in the more critical Christian D. Ginsburg, The Song of Songs: 
Translated From the Original Hebrew, With a Commentary, Historical and Critical, 
published in 1857.40 The Ngrams on this page offer a sense of the difference of 
when historisch-kritisch was used in German versus the later adoption of »histor-
ical-critical« in English.41

naire historique, critique, chronologique, géographique et littéral de la Bible: enrichi de plus de trois 
cent figures en taille-douce, qui représentent les antiquitez judaïques: dans laquelle le supplément a 
été exactement refondu (Paris: Emery, Saugrain [and] Pierre Martin, 1730).
39 John William Whittaker, An Historical and Critical Enquiry into the Interpretation of the Hebrew 
Scriptures with Remarks on Mr. Bellamy’s New Translation (Cambridge: J. Smith, Printer for Cam-
bridge University, 1819).
40 Christian D. Ginsburg, The Song of Songs: Translated From the Original Hebrew, With a Com-
mentary, Historical and Critical (London: Longman, Brown, Green, Longmans, and Roberts, 1857).
41 The Ngrams on this page were created using the Google Ngram Viewer© (https://books.google.
com/ngrams/graph?content=historisch-kritische&year_start=1600&year_end=2019&corpus= 
de-2019&smoothing=3 and https://books.google.com/ngrams/graph?content=historical-critical+& 

Fig. 1: Ngram of the terms »historisch-kritisch« and »historical-critical«

https://books.google.com/ngrams/graph?content=historisch-kritische&year_start=1600&year_end=2019&corpus=de-2019&smoothing=3
https://books.google.com/ngrams/graph?content=historisch-kritische&year_start=1600&year_end=2019&corpus=de-2019&smoothing=3
https://books.google.com/ngrams/graph?content=historisch-kritische&year_start=1600&year_end=2019&corpus=de-2019&smoothing=3
https://books.google.com/ngrams/graph?content=historical-critical+&year_start=1600&year_end=2019&corpus=en-2019&smoothing=3
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5 �The »Critical« of »Historical-Critical«

The element »critical« in the term »historical-critical« has not worn well, and is 
widely misunderstood outside of the scholarly world, where »Bible critics« are vili-
fied by some as criticizing the contents of the Bible.42 This reflects a basic misunder-
standing of the term and its use. The description of criticism given at the beginning 
of the relevant entry on »Criticism« in RPP clarifies this term’s continued, impor-
tant role in biblical scholarship:

from Greek κρίνειν/krínein, »distinguish, decide, judge,« [criticism] is methodical evaluation 
based on well-founded criteria. In everyday usage, the word is identified with negative assess-
ment; in philosophical usage, however, it denotes the weighing of both positive and negative 
values and the discussion of validity claims.43

In Philology, James Turner similarly notes: »›criticism,‹ [is] the old synonym for 
philology derived from ›criticus,‹« and was a neutral or positive term.44 »Critique« 
already became especially popular in the late sixteenth century,45 and more widely 

year_start=1600&year_end=2019&corpus=en-2019&smoothing=3, respectively). Ngrams, which track  
the incidence of particular words throughout history, have been growing in popularity with the 
emerging field of the digital humanities. The results, although drawing from a massive corpus 
of digitized texts (about eight million books or 6 % of books ever published), are imperfect, yet 
remain helpful when the outcome is stark, like the case above. For more on the use of Ngrams in 
scholarship, including their potential pitfalls and areas for further development, see Nadja Younes 
and Ulf-Dietrich Reips, »Guideline for Improving the Reliability of Google Ngram Studies: Evidence 
from Religious Terms,« PLoS One 14/3 (March 2019) 1–17.
42 Gerhard Maier, The End of the Historical-Critical Method, trans. Edwin  W. Leverenz and 
Rudolph F. Norden (St. Louis: Concordia, 1974), 11, for example, notes that »a critical method of 
Bible interpretation can only produce Bible-critical propositions«; see further, Langlois and Seigno-
bos, in their Introduction to the Study of History, who warn that internal criticism—the process of 
evaluating the historicity of facts contained in a document, and roughly equivalent to what many 
scholars mean by »historical-critical«—make scholars antagonistic toward the veracity of the doc-
uments they study; see further Charles Victor Langlois and Charles Seignobos, Introduction to the 
Study of History (London: Duckworth & Co, 1926), 69. On this sense of religious criticism, see Wolf 
Krötke, »Religious Criticism. III. Philosophy of Religion,« RPP 11:61–62.
43 Birgit Recki, »Criticism,« RPP 3:577.
44 Turner, Philology, 210.
45 Nicholas Hardy, Criticism and Confession: The Bible in the Seventeenth Century Republic of Let-
ters (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 22. This entire book is essential for understanding 
the history of the use of »criticism;« see also the shorter and earlier Patrick J. Lambe, »Critics and 
Skeptics in the Seventeenth-Century Republic of Letters,« HTR 81/3 (1988) 271–296. Lambe provides 
especially useful insights concerning the relation between criticism and skepticism.

https://books.google.com/ngrams/graph?content=historical-critical+&year_start=1600&year_end=2019&corpus=en-2019&smoothing=3
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used in the seventeenth century;46 it has important roots in the work of Isaac 
Casaubon (1559–1614), the classical scholar and philologist who also wrote on bibli-
cal topics.47 It is strongly rooted in the legal tradition, and was typically connected 
to the sense of judgement, both positive and negative.48 (Indeed, the terms »posi-
tive criticism« and »negative criticism« are both used in the nineteenth century to 
characterize two different types of biblical scholar.)49 Since historical inquiry could 
help judge the nature of a source, the term historical-critical is a commonsensical 
phrase.

The origin of the term in reference to the Bible thus needs to be considered in 
reference to the term »critique« found in seventeenth century French literature 
(and beyond) as well the use of the term historisch-kritisch as a neutral term in 
a wide variety of German disciplines starting in the eighteenth century.50 During 

46 It was not confined to French; Johannes Buxtorf, in his Tiberias sive commentarius Masore-
thicus (Basel: Printed by Louis König, 1620) calls the Masorah »doctrina critica,« and his study of 
it is partly a history of the Massoretes. By the 1620s, these associations are commonplace. Joseph 
Scaliger believed the Masorah was human and not divine, which allowed him to draw connections 
between Greek textual criticism and the Masorah. See further, Theodore Dunkelgrün, »Tabernac-
les of Text: A Brief Visual History of the Hebrew Bible,« in Impagination – Layout and Materiality 
of Writing and Publication: Interdisciplinary Approaches from East and West, ed. Ku-ming (Kevin) 
Chang, Anthony Grafton, and Glenn Warren Most (Berlin/Boston: De Gruyter, 2021) 47–92. Louis 
Cappel’s Critica sacra, sive, de variis quae in Sacris Veteris Testamenti libris occurrunt lectionibus 
libri sex: in quibus ex variarum lectionum observatione quamplurima S. Scripturae loca explicantur, 
illustrantur atque adeo emendantur non pauca. Cum subiecta est eiusdem Criticæ adversus iniustum 
censorem iusta defensio: cum appendicibus quarum argumentum exhibet index librorum & capitum 
(Lutetiae Parisiorum: Sebastian Cramoisy, 1650) is also instructive. The syntagma »critica sacra« is 
important in this historical context because it means that the methods of textual criticism applied 
to classical literature can be also applied to sacred texts. And these texts can be »corrected« (emen-
datur) like any other texts. This is important for the understanding of the word »critica« in that 
period.
47 Hardy, Criticism and Confession, 21; for more on him see Anthony Grafton and Joanna Wein-
berg, »I Have Always Loved the Holy Tongue«: Isaac Casaubon, the Jews, and a Forgotten Chapter in 
Renaissance Scholarship (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011).
48 Hardy, Criticism and Confession, 35–41; cf. the useful, shorter discussion of Lambe, »Critics and 
Skeptics.«
49 See further, George R. Crooks and John F. Hurst, eds., Library of Biblical and Theological Litera-
ture, vol. 3, Theological Encyclopaedia and Methodology (New York: Hunt & Eaton; Cincinnati: Cran-
ston & Stowe, 1890), 210–211; Heinrich Graetz, »Judaism and Biblical Criticism,« Jewish Chronicle 
(London, August 5, 1887) 9. https://archive.thejc.com/archive/1.260368.
50 The term historisch-kritisch was not used in Germany much before the eighteenth century, and 
it was used with greater frequency beginning in the middle-to-late eighteenth century. As noted 
above, its use is not constrained to biblical studies but includes other disciplines, for example, a 
text about the history of Augsburg (Georg Wilhelm Zapf, Augsburgische Bibliothek. Oder historisch- 
kritisch-literarisches Verzeichniß aller Schriften welche die Stadt Augsburg angehen und deren 

https://archive.thejc.com/archive/1.260368
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and through the Enlightenment, those engaging in biblical criticism were typically 
Protestant,51 but this need not prevent us from using the term more broadly. Only 
more recently, centuries removed from its origin, was »critical« understood pre-
dominantly in a negative sense, related to criticizing.

Contemporary scholars should therefore continue to use »critical« in its old, 
neutral, sense, and should follow John Barton’s helpful suggestion that it may be 
used broadly for both synchronic and diachronic study that underscores »asking 
free questions about the meaning of texts unconstrained by alleged authorities,« 
including the »authority of received academic opinion.«52 This is very much in 
line with how de Wette, who popularized the term as part of »historical-critical,« 
employed it.

Abstract: Although the meaning and validity of »historical-critical« biblical studies 
are widely debated, the original use and meaning of this term has hardly attracted 
any attention. In reference to the Hebrew Bible, it originated as a programmatic 
term most likely with Georg Lorenz Bauer in 1806; it was later popularized by de 
Wette’s Introduction of 1817. Although it is now used primarily in reference to bib-
lical studies, it was widely used in Latin and German in a variety of disciplines 
beginning in the seventeenth century.

Keywords: Criticism; Georg Lorenz Bauer; historical-criticism; Johann Gottfried 
Eichhorn; Wilhelm Martin Leberecht de Wette

Zusammenfassung: Obwohl die Bedeutung und Gültigkeit der »historisch-kriti-
schen« Bibelwissenschaft weithin diskutiert wird, hat die ursprüngliche Verwen-
dung und Bedeutung dieses Begriffs kaum Beachtung gefunden. Der programmati-
sche Begriff wurde wahrscheinlich zuerst von Georg Lorenz Bauer verwendet und 
später durch das »Lehrbuch der historisch-kritischen Einleitung« von de Wette 
populär gemacht. Heute hauptsächlich in den Bibelwissenschaften gebräuchlich, 

Geschichte erläutern: Ein Versuch 1 [Augsburg: Johann Melchior Lotter und Kompagnie, 1795]) and 
another about commerce (Jacob Friedrich Doehler, Historisch-critisch- und politische Bemerkungen 
über das Commercienwesen [Nürnberg: Zeh, 1775]).
51 See Paul Michael Kurtz, »Rationalism and Biblical Interpretation: H. E. G. Paulus, K. G. Bret
schneider, and W. M. L. de Wette,« in Oxford Handbook to Modern German Theology, vol. 1, 1781–
1848, ed. David Lincicum, Judith Wolfe, and Johannes Zachhuber (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2023) 439–461.
52 John Barton, »Historical-critical Approaches,« 9–20: 18  f. Allowing both synchronic and dia-
chronic interpretations into critical biblical scholarship opens the way for including literary read-
ings of the Bible into the big tent.
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fand er im Lateinischen und Deutschen ab dem 17. Jahrhundert in einer Vielzahl 
von Disziplinen Verwendung.

Schlagwörter: Kritik; Georg Lorenz Bauer; historisch-kritisch; Johann Gottfried 
Eichhorn; Wilhelm Martin Leberecht de Wette

Résumé: Si la signification et la validité des études bibliques »historico-critiques« 
sont largement débattues, l’utilisation et la signification de ce terme au moment de 
leur création n’ont guère attiré l’attention. Concernant la Bible hébraïque, il s’agit à 
l’origine d’un terme programmatique, probablement utilisé en premier par Georg 
Lorenz Bauer en 1806. Il a ensuite été popularisé par le Lehrbuch der historisch-kri-
tischen Einleitung in die Bibel de de Wette en 1817. Si aujourd’hui ce terme est princi-
palement utilisé en référence aux études bibliques, il était fréquemment utilisé en 
latin et en allemand dans une variété de disciplines à partir du XVIIe siècle.

Mots-clés: méthode critique; Georg Lorenz Bauer; historico-critique; Johann Gott-
fried Eichhorn; Wilhelm Martin Leberecht de Wette


