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Between natural history, statistics and the social novel
The production of ethnographic and sociological knowledge 
in the context of 19th-century sociographic journalism*

Abstract: The rise of market-oriented publishing during the first half of the 19th 
century correlated with an increasing desire to inspect the modernizing societies. The 
journalistic pursuit of examining the social world is reflected in a unique way in count-
less periodical contributions that, especially from the 1830s onward, depicted social types 
and behaviors, new professions and technologies, institutions, and cultural routines. 
This article discusses the interrelationships between epistemic and political shifts, new 
forms of media and the systematization of social research by analyzing how these “socio-
graphic sketches” documented and interpreted the manifold manifestations of the social 
universe. It focuses on three main areas: the creative appropriation of narratives and 
motifs of 18th-century moralistic writing; the uses of description and contextualization 
as cognitive and representational modes of knowledge; and the adaptation of empiricist 
principles and a scientific terminology. To consider 19th-century sociographic journalism 
to be a form between entertainment, art and science, provokes us to narrate cross-medial, 
transnational and interdisciplinary tales of the history of social knowledge production.

Keywords: history of anthropological and social thought, 19th century, journalism, 
periodical literature, Europe

Medial and epistemic ruptures around 1800
The Histoire naturelle, générale et particulière (1749–1804) is considered Georges-Louis 
Leclerc, Comte du Buffon’s (1707–1788) masterpiece: the naturalist, whom Louis XV ap-
pointed director of the Royal Botanical Gardens (today’s Jardin des Plantes) in 1739, 
published 36 volumes of his lavishly illustrated natural history during his lifetime.1  This 
work not only cataloged all known animal and plant species, but also discussed the most 
recent approaches and theories in natural history research, which encompassed the 
idea that living beings, including humans, differentiated themselves based on their 

*	 This paper was first published in German in Zeitschrift für Volkskunde 2021, 117 (2): 141–162. The text 
and quotations in German have been translated by Christiane Schwab.

	 This article is based on my inaugural lecture at the Faculty for the Study of Culture at Ludwig Maximilian 
University Munich on February 6, 2020, and largely reproduces its narrative structure.

1	 Another eight volumes were published posthumously under the direction of Bernard Germain 
Lacépède (1756–1825).
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physical and social environments.2 However, the Histoire naturelle not only contributed 
decisively to the encyclopedization, classification and reinterpretation, but also to the 
popularization of natural history knowledge. The serial was translated into numerous 
languages and repeatedly reprinted until the 1950s (Levacher 2009: 304–435). At least 
250 abridged editions were published in cheaper forms, including volumes such as Le 
petit Buffon des enfants (Buffon 1833) and Le petit Buffon illustré (1876), up to the 20th 
century.

Journalist and novelist Honoré de Balzac (1799–1850), similar to the Comte du Buf-
fon, was intrigued by the multifaceted surfaces of the world that surrounded him. But 
while the naturalist was interested in analyzing its biological and geological features, 
Balzac set out to study human behaviors and societal configurations. After first publish-
ing his analyses of French society in serial novels and brief sketches that appeared in 
newspapers and magazines, Balzac drew on a significant portion of these periodical 
writings when he launched his social panorama titled La Comédie humaine beginning 
in 1842.3 Interestingly, Balzac referred to Buffon’s Histoire naturelle in the preface as a 
guide for his social explorations, instead of the writings of his contemporaries Henri de 
Saint-Simon (1760–1825) or Auguste Comte (1798–1857), who are today regarded as the 
pioneers of French sociology (Kruse 2018: 30–40): “If Buffon could produce a magnifi-
cent work by attempting to represent in a book the whole realm of zoology, was there 
not room for a work of the same kind on society?” (Balzac 2019: 37). Accordingly, in his 
justification of the diversity of human appearances and behaviors, Balzac falls back on 
the model of the formation of zoological species coined by Buffon: 

‘The Animal’ is elementary, and takes its external form, or, to be accurate, the differ-
ences in its form, from the environment in which it is obliged to develop. Zoological 
species are the result of these differences. […] I, for my part, convinced of this scheme 
of nature long before the discussion to which it has given rise, perceived that in this 
respect society resembled nature. For does not society modify Man, according to the 
conditions in which he lives and acts, into men as manifold as the species in zoology? 
The differences between a soldier, an artisan, a man of business, a lawyer, an idler, a stu-
dent, a statesman, a merchant, a sailor, a poet, a beggar, a priest, are as great, though 
not so easy to define, as those between the wolf, the lion, the ass, the crow, the shark, 
the seal, the sheep, etc. Thus social species have always existed, and will always exist, 
just as there are zoological species. (Balzac 2019: 36–37)

The references to Buffon in the Comédie humaine – and its various links to other natural 
historians and scientists – are neither coincidental nor extraordinary, but rather reflect 

2	 In this respect, Buffon’s natural history is considered a precursor to the works of naturalists such as 
Jean-Baptiste Lamarck and Charles Darwin (Johnson 2019).

3	 The ensemble with the title alluding to Dante Alighieri’s Divine Comedy consists of 92 works (novels, 
essays, sketches, philosophical treatises, etc.) and was written between 1829 and 1850. In 1842, the 
first volumes of the Comédie humaine appeared, and its publication was not completed until 1856. On 
the publication history of the Comédie humaine, see Baron et al. (1993).
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an epistemic trend towards the scrutinous examination of all subject areas which began 
to take hold at the end of the 18th century. Experiment, description, analysis, clas-
sification and historicization acted as keywords for this new form of positive thought. 
It was, not least, due to the increased importance of scientific knowledge on an ex-
panding print market that the empirical approaches of the triumphing fields of zool-
ogy, anatomy, botany and especially the leading science of physiology soon determined 
the modes of perception and understanding of the ‘social’ as a secular phenomenal 
universe (Sarasin 2001; Sheets-Pyenson 1985).4 The feuilleton scientifique section, for 
example, developed in French newspapers as early as the 1820s (Vautrin 2018: 301), and 
journalists were admitted to lectures at the Académie des sciences from 1835 onwards 
(Stiénon 2012:  52). Popular knowledge magazines are another illustrative example, 
as they spread throughout many regions of Europe from the 1830s onwards (Bennett 
1984; Schwab 2020). Firstly, the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge (founded 
in 1826) published the Penny Magazine starting in 1832, which presented scientific 
knowledge for a broad audience. The French Magasin pittoresque (1833–1938) and the 
German Pfennig-Magazin (1833–1855), among others, were based on the English model, 
as were rather local publications, such as the Sevillian Semanario Instructivo. Periódico 
popular de ciencias naturales y conocimientos útiles en todos los ramos del saber,5 which 
was printed between February and July 1845 in the extreme southwest of Europe. 
Peter Burke (2013: 97) refers to a new “era of ‘mass communication’” (Mainardi 2017; 
Osterhammel 2009: 63–73), citing the widespread introduction of novel print goods as 
a result of the invention of the steam press, the relaxation of censorship and increased 
literacy rates. Due to the broad availability of affordable newspapers, magazines and 
books, knowledge had escaped the confines of academic and governmental networks 
and become a popular commodity (Burke 2014: 101–127). The historian of knowledge 
Philipp Sarasin (2001:  127) emphasizes that, “[n]ever before have so many authors 
(mostly men) written about nonfictional topics for so many readers, and never later has 
the relative weight of popular science in the media been greater and the enthusiasm of 
the public bigger.”6

This paper is concerned with the relations between an expanding market of peri-
odical literature and an increased interest in societal issues throughout the 19th centu-
ry. I am especially interested in writings that scrutinized human behaviors and cultural 
routines – i. e. ethnographically or sociographically7 oriented publications (such as the 

4	 On the influence of natural science approaches on early social thought at the end of the 18th century, 
see Heilbron 1995; Heilbron et al. 1998; Moravia 1973.

5	 Weekly Instructional Journal. Popular Journal for Natural Sciences and Useful Knowledge in All Fields of 
Knowledge. It is interesting to note that the term “popular culture” can be traced back to around 1850 
when it referred to developments in the literature market (Stein and Wiele 2013: 2).

6	 Quotes from German and Spanish were translated by the author.
7	 I use the term “sociographic” (admittedly in an asynchronous way) synonymously with “ethnograph-

ic” in the sense of a survey method and form of presentation based on empirical data gained from ob-
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individual contributions of the Comédie humaine) – which were widely published in 
newspapers and magazines in many European regions, especially from the 1830s on-
ward. Ramón de Mesonero Romanos, for example, launched his “escenas matritenses” 
(“Madrid scenes”) in various newspapers in the Spanish capital between 1832 and 
1835,8 while Charles Dickens wrote his “street sketches” for The Morning Chronicle and 
The Monthly Magazine, among others, from 1833 to 1836. Wilhelm Heinrich Riehl’s “Hes-
sische Skizzen” (“Sketches from Hesse”) appeared in the supplement of the Frankfurter 
Konversationsblatt between 1843 and 1844, and Eugène Sue published his serial novel 
Les mystères de Paris (1842–1843) in the Journal des débats, inspiring numerous authors 
in Europe to literarize the condition of underprivileged urban groups (Edler 1977). The 
author George Sand published her articles “Mœurs et coutumes du Berry” in the journal 
L’illustration from 1851 to 1852, and John Hollingshead wrote a series on the desolate 
situation in London tenements for the daily newspaper The Morning Post in 1861. The 
list of examples of the journalistic-literary fashion for capturing the contemporary 
social world in brief texts could be continued endlessly.9 The writers inspected social 
types, behaviors, cultural routines, places, infrastructures and institutions of radically 
transforming societies, sometimes in an amusing tone, sometimes in a language close 
to science. While these sketches10 first appeared individually and serially in newspapers 
and magazines, their commercial popularity ensured that they became distributed in 
collections and serials as early as the 1830s.11 

servation. The term “ethnographic” is often associated with the description of “foreign” ways of life, 
especially in literary studies. This association can be largely avoided by using the term “sociography,” 
which is borrowed from the context of early descriptive sociology and geography. On the development 
and use of sociography as a form of descriptive sociology, see Brunt (2002).

8	 The articles appeared in Cartas españolas (1832), La revista española (1832–33,) and Diario de Madrid 
(1835) (de los Ángeles Ayala 1996).

9	 See also the listing of sketches of manners in French, German, and English periodicals and volumes 
provided by Martina Lauster (2007: 329–337).

10	 French and English sociographic journalism texts are often called “esquisses” or “sketches,” while 
texts in German usually bear the term “Skizze” (“sketch”) in their title. The use of the Spanish term 
“cuadros de costumbres” (“pictures of manners”) similarly shows the allusion to a form of observa-
tion and representation that foregrounds the visual documentary and, thus, the sensually perceptible 
dimension of sociocultural phenomena.

11	 Ramón de Mesonero Romanos’ “escenas matritenses,” for instance, were published in three volumes 
under the title Panorama matritense: cuadros de costumbres de la capital, observados y descritos, por 
un curioso parlante between 1835 and 1838. Numerous expanded editions followed. Charles Dickens’ 
“street sketches” were published by John Macrone under the title Sketches by Boz (1836) and a further 
edition expanded with new sketches was published the same year, comprising a second volume. A 
seminal work that significantly influenced 19th-century sociographic sketch writing was the 15-vol-
ume serial Paris, ou le livre des cent-et-un (1831–1834). From this serial, connections can be made to 
not only Ramón de Mesonero Romanos’ and Charles Dickens’ sociographic texts, but also the collec-
tive sketch collections Heads of the People; or, Portraits of the English (1838–1841), Les Français peints 
par eux-mêmes (1839–1842) and Los españoles pintados por sí mismos (1843–1844). The journalistic-
literary fashion of sociographic writing also gained influence in the Spanish (post-)colonies. See, for 
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A significant factor in the enhanced public desire for understanding the ways in 
which society works was a heightened awareness not only of the fragility but also the 
all-defining significance of social relations. “[W]e live in an age of transition,” Edward 
Lytton Bulwer wrote in 1833, “of the removal of time-worn landmarks, and the breaking 
up of hereditary elements of society – old opinions, feelings – ancestral customs and 
institutions are crumbling away” (1833: 325). Political reforms and revolutions, techno-
logical innovations, such as the steam engine and the railway system, new forms of la-
bor and the effects of industrial modes of production, the competition of new classes for 
power and social advancement, all these factors led to increased attention being paid 
to the conditions and the historicity of human existence.12 This novel historical-socio-
logical consciousness, this “spirit of examination and questioning” (Bulwer 1833: 236) 
has also been described by Wilhelm Heinrich Riehl (1851: n. p.) as the “triumph of the 
historical social Weltanschauung over the philosophically leveling” one. Riehl (who had 
himself written numerous sociographic sketches for the press) suggested in a commen-
tary on the genre of the social novel published in the Augsburger Allgemeine Zeitung in 
1851 that the 8th century could not have known authors like Charles Dickens or Eugène 
Sue because it lacked the concept of society (“Gesellschaft”).13 Indeed, studies of con-
ceptual history show that, in addition to the German term “Gesellschaft,” the English 
and French terms “société”, “society” and “social”/“social” did not become widely used 
until the late 18th century (Heilbron et al. 1998).14 Sociologist Johan Heilbron (1995) 
points out that it was only in this period that a social sphere, which saw itself as separate 
from courtly and ecclesiastical structures, emerged. As the commercial press expanded 
in the 19th century, the idea of man as a historical being shaped by changing social 
conditions moved beyond the exclusive circles of learned societies and state institu-
tions to be debated by a growing audience of newspapers, magazines and books (Burke 
2014: 101–127; Osterhammel 2009: 63–73).

I will now trace the reciprocal relationships between epistemic and political shifts, 
new forms of media, and a systematizing social research in three sections. Firstly, I 
will discuss the moralistic tradition as a literary-philosophical current that decisively 
shaped 19th-century sociographic journalism. I will next discuss the two major narra-

example, the series on “national” ways of life and clothing customs, “Costumbres y trages nacionales” 
(1844), published in the journal El museo mexicano, or the Cuban collection Los cubanos pintados por 
sí mismos (1852), which contains sketches of “national” social types.

12	 On the history of politics, knowledge, technology, and everyday life in the nineteenth century, see Ev-
ans (2016) and Osterhammel (2009). On an increased social sensitivity and its representational forms 
(from statistics to reportage to photography), specifically, see Osterhammel 2009: 25–82.

13	 Norbert Bachleitner has pointed out that the quote taken from Die Bürgerliche Gesellschaft originally 
appeared in 1851 in an article under the title “Der sociale Roman” in a supplement to the Augsburger 
Allgemeinen Zeitung (Bachleitner 1993: 165).

14	 This applies equally to the terms “ethnography,” “folklore” and “ethnology” (Moravia 1973; Stagl 2002; 
Vermeulen 2015). 
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tive modes of sociographic (sketch) writing – description and contextualization – as 
distinct ways of social knowledge production. Thirdly, I will return to the empiricist-
scientific paradigm, discussed at the outset of this article, and its contribution to the 
systematization of social research in both popular and academic contexts of social 
thought.

Sociographic journalism and moralistic writing
The literary and philosophical tradition of moralism acted as a crucial point of reference 
for 19th-century sociographic writers. Moralistic thought was best captured and trans-
mitted in moral weeklies, periodical publications that began to take hold in the first 
half of the 18th century, which examined social and psychological life beyond theologi-
cal and feudal premises for a mostly bourgeois15 audience (Ertler 2012; Martens 1971). 
“The audience […] makes itself a subject in it,” Jürgen Habermas (1990: 107) describes 
the journalistic phenomenon of the moral weeklies, which inspected old-established 
and novel forms of behavior, inquired into human individuality and autonomy, and 
contemplated social relationships and legal conditions, such as friendship, marriage 
and slavery. As a “training ground of public reasoning” (Habermas 1990: 88), the moral 
weeklies acted as a central field of engagement with Man as a social being and the pro-
duction of social knowledge.16

19th-century sociographic journalism was closely related to this tradition of moral 
philosophy. Both forms analyzed and commented on human relationships, behaviors, 
beliefs and types with verbal finesse, and their publishing contexts demanded quickly 
reproducible texts that corresponded with the experiences and expectations of a grow-
ing readership. In terms of structure, the journalistic-sociographic sketch was mod-
eled after the moralistic essay, displaying a fragmentary scheme and rapid changes 
between description, anecdote, example and socio-philosophical reflection. Moreover, 
numerous intertextual references point to the significance of moralistic literature for 
19th-century sociographic writers: this is fundamentally evident in texts in French in 
the consistent use of the word mœurs, which derives from the Latin mores and was not 
yet related to the notion of normative ethics, but implied a descriptive perspective on 
social practices and associated mental and socio-structural conditions.17 Another fre-
quent reference to the moralistic tradition was the observing devil Asmodeus.18 This 

15	 I use this term to describe a social context of rising urban groups, which were characterized by a new 
legal position compared to pre-modern positions of the nobility and the clergy as well as the civil serv-
ants (Mergel 2001). For further information on the category of the bourgeoisie, also in a comparative 
European perspective, see Kocka and Frevert (1988). 

16	 See Heilbron 1995; Koch-Schwarzer 1998.
17	 This meaning is also reflected in the name Académie des sciences morales et politiques, founded in 

1832.
18	 This name is borrowed from Jewish mythology, where it denotes a demon with changing characteris-

tics.
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motif had spread across Europe through translations and various prose imitations, be-
ginning with the moralistic novel Le diable boiteux (The Devil upon Two Sticks) from 1707 
(Lauster 2007:  129–173). This work, written by Alain-René Lesage (1694–1747), deals 
with the behaviors and types (and especially the piquant vices) of the population of 
Madrid, which the title character named Asmodeus observes from the rooftops of the 
city  – taking a bird’s-eye view, as it were  – with an amused gaze. References to the 
devilish observer in the moralistic vein are particularly striking in the 15-volume serial 
Paris, ou le livre des cent-et-un (1831–1834),19 which was originally intended to be called 
Le diable boiteux à Paris in reference to Lesage’s Madrid-based novel.20 The individual 
volumes of the Livre des cent-et-un contain about 20 sketches on social manners, in-
stitutions and types each, and soon made a big impact on the sociographic journalism 
and literature market.21 This is reflected, among other things, in numerous translations 

19	 I have already discussed some of the following thoughts on this work in Schwab (2019).
20	 On the first page of the introduction, “Au public, le libraire-éditeur”, it states: “Ce livre fut précédem-

ment annoncé sous le titre du Diable Boiteux à Paris, les auteurs ont décidé qui’il n’aurait d’autre titre 
que celui de PARIS OU LE LIVRE DES CENT-ET-UN.” (Ladvocat 1831: v).

21	 See Schwab (2019) for further details.

Fig. 1: 
Henri Monnier,  

title vignette in Paris ou Le Livre des Cent-et-un  
(1831–1834)     
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and international reviews of the serial, which the Spanish journalist Mariano José de 
Larra (1837: 173), in an introduction to a Spanish collection of sociographic sketches, 
called “the greatest work that men have built by means of small things.” All 15 title 
pages of the French edition bear a vignette showing the observing devil sitting in an 
elevated position on a barrel (see fig. 1).22 A plate in the background commemorates a 
number of (exclusively male) representatives of early sociographic literature in England 
and France. Among them are Joseph Addison, whose Spectator (1711–1712) is regarded as 
the first moral weekly,23 and Louis-Sébastien Mercier, who became famous at the end of 
the 18th century with his work Tableau de Paris, consisting of over 1000 pieces.24 Both 
authors appear once again – along with other sociographic authors – as characters on 
the engraving.

In addition to this visual allusion to Asmodeus and other representatives of the 
moralistic tradition, the first volume of the Livre also contains an entire contribution 
entitled “Asmodée” (Janin 1831). Here, in a kind of history of the art of observation, 
Jules Janin describes how the once privileged figure of the devilish observer has lost 
its monopoly in the last decades. The increasingly differentiated society of postrevolu-
tionary France had produced such a diverse repertoire of social roles that the ability to 
observe human actions (including one’s own) had become a social necessity. In this new 
era of (self-)censorship, Asmodeus lurks everywhere and behind every face: “In fact, 
Asmodeus is everywhere; he is no longer a single individual, but everybody. […] every 
one studies to correct the morals of his age; there is no longer any single buffoon, but 
innumerable censurers” (Janin 1833: 17).25 Janin’s view that the art of observation had 
advanced to a democratized cultural technique, and that there was no longer a privi-
leged position of the spectator, also fits the organizational form of the Livre, with con-
tributions from over 160 authors who strove to inspect all the elements that the social 
world presented to them, from the Parisian bourgeois26 and the aspiring journalist,27 to 
the small theaters28 and a church consecration in the surroundings of Paris.29 

The description of the figure of the flâneur in the text “Le flâneur à Paris” (Le 
Flâneur 1832) similarly corresponds to the model of popularized observation.30 The 

22	 For a detailed interpretation of this illustration, see Lauster (2007: 79).
23	 The daily publication was co-edited with Richard Steele (1672–1729).
24	 The Tableau de Paris appeared as a twelve-volume serial from 1781 to 1788, with much of this text hav-

ing been published in advance in the Journal des dames.
25	 This quote was taken from the English translation of the Livre published in 1833. 
26	 “Le bourgeois de Paris” (1831).
27	 “L’apprenti journaliste” (1832).
28	 “Les petits théâtres du boulevart” (1834).
29	 “Une fête aux environs de Paris” (1831).
30	 In contrast to “Asmodeus,” this text has not been translated into English, therefore, I did the follow-

ing translations myself. 
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flâneur of the Livre is not an exalted stranger, but “a man31 like any other” (Le Flâneur 
1832: 62) and resides as the Asmodeus of public space in each participant in the urban 
spectacle: “This world is a vast theater,” the anonymous narrator-flâneur writes, “in 
which a thousand different actors, with different moods, costumes, characters, masked 
[…], varying in a hundred different ways, fight for the leading roles” (Le Flâneur 
1832: 59). The flâneur of the 1820s and 1830s no longer epitomizes the privileged per-
spective of the mocking Asmodeus, nor is he yet the detached, elitist observer of a new 
capitalist world, as depicted by Walter Benjamin in reference to Charles Baudelaire’s Le 
Peintre de la vie moderne32 (Neumeyer 1999: 14–24). He does not yet complain about a 
consumerist society and sees no desire to merge with the masses. The flâneur of the 
Livre des cent-et-un is – much like the sociographic writers of his time – fascinated by 
the theatrical universe of an early modernity that unfolds ever-new facets before his 
eyes.

Knowledge schemes and narrative modes: description and 
contextualization 
The secular spectacle, with its differentiating social roles, material settings and co-
existence of disparate rationalities, represented the raw material to the sociographic 
(sketch) writers. Unlike the moralists, they did not inquire into what was desirable or 
possible, nor did they care about universal human vices or virtues.33 Rather, they con-
sidered themselves chroniclers of an irreversible and unique political, social and tech-
nological transition – the introduction of new machines, means of transportation and 
hygienic measures, of parliamentary structures, billboards, newspaper advertisements, 
tenements, workers’ associations – and wondered what these changes meant for human 
existence. This interest had already became apparent in the preface to the Comédie hu-
maine, in which Balzac spoke of the various environments according to which the char-
acteristics of social groups were shaped. Only a few years earlier, the Spanish journalist 
Mariano José de Larra wrote about the new literary form of documentary sketches that 
appeared in the French and Spanish press, claiming that these no longer regarded man 
as a being with universal characteristics, but as a changeable subject “in interplay with 
the new and specific forms of society [‘sociedad’]” (Larra 1837: 170). Similarly, Wilhelm 
Heinrich Riehl asked in his review of the social novel:

31	 The figure of the flâneur has been almost exclusively connoted as male in literature up to the present 
day. On the rehabilitation of a female flânerie, see Nesci (2007).

32	 Baudelaire’s text first appeared in the newspaper Le Figaro between November 26 and December 3, 
1863.

33	 The sketches’ positivistic-realistic approach to the social world widely corresponded with many 
artistic-literary genres of the time. On realism in 19th-century painting, photography and literature, 
and its critique, see Stockinger (2010).
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[i]s it not an important fact that our poets are no longer able to paint the individual in 
any other way than in the local tones of a certain social circle? That the general lover, 
hero, intriguer, etc., as he was drawn in former times, has given way to stereotyped 
figures of a completely different kind, socially individualized figures […]? (Riehl 1851: 
n. p.)

The journalistic observers intended to capture the interdependencies between social 
forces and the individual in descriptive text units or – as Larra put it – to interpret man 
in “interplay with the new and specific forms of society” (1837: 170). Accordingly, the 
sketches, not unlike ethnographic narratives of the 20th and 21st centuries, described 
and commented on human behaviors and attitudes and sociomaterial configurations 
as focal points of comprehensive circumstances, or “cultural constellations” (Lindner 
2003: 184), in order to make visible and analyze how “social, cultural, and biographical 
components come together in a time-specific way” (Lindner 2003: 184). The sociograph-
ic sketches’ focus on cultural constellations, in which social contexts emerge and are 
experienced by the human being, is evident in the individual contributions of the Livre 
des cent-et-un, for example, on the Parisian citizen or the church consecration. It is also 
visible in Ramón de Mesonero Romanos’ “escenas matritenses,” which study the bour-
geois theatre scene,34 short-term tenancies,35 or the hustle and bustle in the city park36 
as new phenomena of the urban; as well as in Charles Dickens’ “street sketches,” which 
interpret cultural constellations such as the omnibus,37 the pawnshop,38 the gin store39 
and the Sunday trip on the excursion boat40 as crystallization points of social transfor-
mations. Dickens’ article “The streets – Morning” (1850a), for instance, describes the 
social composition of a particular street in central London in order to address broader 
sociocultural circumstances. The text begins by sketching the unsheltered people who 
shape the streetscape at dawn; soon after, the day laborers and workers appear; and 
later, those preparing the stores for the opening show themselves (Dickens 1850a). Fi-
nally, the journalist-narrator observes the “early clerk population” (Dickens 1850a: 31), 
which is wheeled in from the outskirts, rushing through the street, and connects his 
description with reflections on new forms of wage labor and urban anonymity: 

[m]iddle-aged men, whose salaries have by no means increased in the same propor-
tion as their families, plod steadily along, apparently with no object in view but the 
counting-house; knowing by sight almost everybody they meet or overtake, for they 
have seen them every morning (Sundays excepted) during the last twenty years, but 
speaking to no one. If they do happen to overtake a personal acquaintance, they just 

34	 “Los cómicos en cuaresma” (1832).
35	 “El alquiler de un cuarto” (1837).
36	 “El Prado” (1832).
37	 “The last cab-driver, and the first omnibus cad” (1836). 
38	 “The pawnbroker’s shop” (1836).
39	 “Gin shops” (1836).
40	 “The steam excursion” (1834).
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exchange a hurried salutation […]. As to stopping to shake hands, or to take the friend’s 
arm, they seem to think that as it is not included in their salary, they have no right to 
do it. (Dickens 1850a: 31)

The sketch “The streets – Morning” combines descriptive elements with socio-analyti-
cal considerations. The street’s architecture, the mingling of social classes, the diverse 
behaviors and ways of clothing shape the ensemble of a cultural constellation, in which 
social transformations, such as the emergence of new employment relations and the 
political subjectification of white-collar workers, the capitalization of time and the an-
onymization of relationships in urban spaces, turn into concrete human experiences. 
Charles Dickens does not engage in explicit social analysis, but by incorporating ironic 
sequences, encourages the reader to see his descriptions as crystallization points of 
comprehensive relationships (“salaries have by no means increased in the same propor-
tion as their families”; “to shake hands […] is not included in their salary”). This docu-
mentary and ironically contextualizing rhetoric is used in much of the sociographic 
sketch literature, which entertains its audience by inviting them to see themselves as 
subjects of contemporary constellations.

Scientific models
Sociographic journalism in the 19th century frequently draws on approaches and con-
cepts of the emerging fields of natural science in order to describe and contextualize 
its subjects. Many texts, for example, refer to the art of physiognomy, which flourished 
at the beginning of the 19th century,41 in order to refer to a person’s social origins or 
certain character traits based on the description of facial and physical features and 
expressions. The Livre des cent-et-un, for example, deals with the physiognomies of 
prisoners,42 members of Parisian singing societies43 and passers-by around the Pont 
Neuf bridge.44 Charles Dickens even uses physiognomic vocabulary to address the aes-
thetics of doorknobs. The narrator in the text “Our Next-Door Neighbour,” first pub-
lished in the Morning Chronicle in 1836, reveals that he is “very fond of speculating as we 
walk through a street, on the character and pursuits of the people who inhabit it; and 
nothing so materially assists us in these speculations as the appearance of the house 
doors” (Dickens 1850b: 24). Subsequently, not without a satirical undertone, he applies 
the physiognomic technique to the category of doorknobs in order to draw conclusions 
about the houses’ inhabitants:

The various expressions of the human countenance afford a beautiful and interesting 
study; but there is something in the physiognomy of street-door knockers, almost as 
characteristic, and nearly as infallible. Whenever we visit a man for the first time, we 

41	 On the close links between physiognomy and literature in the 19th century, see Tytler (1982).
42	 “Les amours de la morgue” (1834).
43	 “La chanson et les sociétés chantantes” (1832). 
44	 “Le Pont-Neuf et l’Isle-aux-Juifs” (1832).
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contemplate the features of his knocker with the greatest curiosity, for we well know, 
that between the man and his knocker, there will inevitably be a greater or less degree 
of resemblance and sympathy. (Dickens 1850b: 24) 

Neither Dickens nor the authors of the Livre were stingy with references to other branch-
es of scientific knowledge, for instance, when they drew on anatomical and physiologi-
cal models in order to contextualize their subjects in a functional structure and classify 
them according to zoological or botanical schemes.45 Dickens’ physiognomy of door-
knobs demonstrates, however, that such a scientific rhetoric represented, for the most 
part, a parody of the current euphoria about scientific discoveries rather than a serious 
mode of sociological thought. On the other hand, the adoption of concepts and schemes 
from physiognomy, physiology, anatomy or zoology for social analysis was not purely 
figurative. This is shown by the fact that scientific approaches also had a great influence 
on early social research, resulting in a significant push toward systematization since 
the last third of the 18th century. Sergio Moravia (1973), for example, has described 
how the members of the Société des observateurs de l’homme, founded in Paris in 1799, 
strove to banish speculation about human nature and history by orienting themselves 
toward empirically based procedures and scientific models.46 Within this framework, 
the physician and philosopher Pierre-Jean-Georges Cabanis (1757–1808) attempted to 
establish a science of man based on physiology in his book Rapports du physique et du 
moral de l’homme (1802).47 With the same concern, Henri de Saint-Simon (1760–1825), 
who incidentally was also a highly active journalist (Petermann 1979), emphasized the 
advantages of physiological thinking for a positive, non-speculative and useful social 
science in his programmatic text De la physiologie appliquée à l’amélioration des institu-
tions sociales (1812)48 :

[P]hysiology […] looks at individuals from a higher plane, as no more than organs of the 
social body, the organic functions of which it must study […]. For society is by no means 
a simple conglomeration of living beings whose actions, independent of any final goal, 
are caused by nothing but the arbitrariness of individual will […]. Society is primarily 

45	 Additionally, entire articles in the Livre deal with natural science topics. This is shown by an overview, 
incidentally, written by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, of the influence of French natural history on 
anatomical-medical research in German-speaking countries (“Les Naturalistes francais,” 1832). On the 
occasion of his death in 1832, a text was dedicated to the naturalist George Cuvier, presenting some 
of his works and paying tribute to his contribution to the development of zoology and natural his-
tory (“Les Obsèques de M. Cuvier”, 1832). Similarly, Charles Dickens participated in the direct transfer 
of scientific information into popular media. His journal Household Words, founded in 1850, and its 
successor All the Year Round (1859–1895) published decidedly science-related articles, such as “The 
Chemistry of a Candle” (Leigh 1850) and “Greenwich Weather-Wisdom” (Hunt 1850); in addition, Dick-
ens published reviews of Charles Darwin’s work On the Origin of Species (Anonymous 1860a, 1860b).

46	 On the “empiricization” of proto-sociological thought in France and Scotland, see also Heilbron 
(1995: 98 ff.).

47	 On the Relations between the Physical and Moral Aspects of Man.
48	 Physiology Applied to the Improvement of Social Institutions.
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an organized machine whose every part contributes to the functioning of the whole. 
(Saint-Simon 1812; quoted after Lauster 2007: 90)

The organicist model adapted from physiology enabled Saint-Simon to think of “soci-
ety” and its individual elements as a relational structure. Auguste Comte, who acted 
as Saint-Simon’s secretary for several years, developed these ideas of a differentiat-
ing “social body” (Levine 1995), and borrowing from Comte, John Stuart Mill drafted a 
positive, science-inspired doctrine of the human being in On the Logic of the Moral Sci-
ences (1843) (Stocking 1991: 39). Besides these examples, Herbert Spencer’s49 organicist 
theory of society shows how scientific models and concepts were used to recognize and 
interpret social and cultural orders, not only in market-oriented sociographic journal-
ism but also in the debates of early sociology and anthropology. 

Concluding remarks:  
cross-genre historiographies of social knowledge production
The industrialization of print and the increased interest in the manifestations and struc-
tures of radically changing societies in the 19th century allowed for the widespread cir-
culation of sociographic writings (Osterhammel 2009: 25–82). The representation and 
argumentation styles of 19th-century sociographic journalism texts show how realistic-
pragmatic and historicizing views on human behaviors and social relations supplanted 
previously dominant universalistic, psychologizing and ahistorical forms of thought. I 
have traced this process in three aspects – the creative reproduction of narrative modes 
and motifs of 18th-century moralism, the uses of description and contextualization as 
cognitive and representational modes of knowledge, and the adaptation of empiricist 
principles and a scientific terminology. 

Sociographic journalism was not only a byproduct of the same epistemic transfor-
mations that gave rise to the writings of Auguste Comte, Karl Marx and Herbert Spencer. 
Sociographic journalism texts, in their widespread and transcultural dissemination, 
also acted as agents of social research oriented towards ethnographic principles, as 
they would increasingly gain strength in sociological, ethnological and folkloristic 
discourse around 1900. On this path, however, a break between literary and “scientific” 
forms of social research began to emerge in the 1850s, which Wolf Lepenies (1985) has 
described as a constitutive process for the development of sociology. Drawing on Nor-
bert Elias’ theory of civilization, Lepenies characterized, mutatis mutandis, the devel-
opment of science in the 19th century as “the perfection of that modeling of affect which 
has asserted itself as an ideal of behavior since the seventeenth century” (1976: 207). 
Just as in other social domains, empirically oriented and standardized procedures had 

49	 Spencer’s book Social Statics appeared in 1851, already showing his functional approach to social 
differentiation, which he elaborated in his multivolume work The Principles of Sociology, published 
between 1874 and 1896.
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increasingly displaced affects, imaginations and feelings from a specializing (social) 
scientific domain (Lepenies 1976: 207). A separation between a scientific-empiricist and 
a literary-artistic tradition is also visible in the field of sociographic journalism from the 
1850s onwards. In addition to the moment of affect regulation (leading to methodologi-
cal systematization) described by Lepenies, this break can also be traced back to an in-
creasing differentiation and specialization of media formats (Requate 2013), for exam-
ple, toward social reportage, which used statistical and/or ethnographical approaches 
of social inquiry.50 One manifestation of this development are the social reports by 
Henry Mayhew, whom Christopher Herbert (1991) and Rolf Lindner (2005) have studied 
as a forerunner of modern social research. Mayhew initially wrote sociographic sketches 
on various phenomena of urban life for the London satirical magazine Punch and the 
Morning Chronicle in the 1840s before recycling some of these writings – underpinned 
with methodological and theoretical considerations and classified thematically – in his 
three-volume work London Labour and the London Poor (1851). 

The manifold references of sociographic journalism to early sociological and ethno-
logical discourse reveal a number of starting points for the reformulation of narratives 
on the history of social knowledge production. Two aspects seem central to me from the 
perspective of sociocultural anthropology:51 firstly, 19th-century sociographic journal-
ism proves to be a formative genre in which the cultural techniques of ethnographic 
representation and cultural analysis were practiced and refined in a very specific way. 
Unlike the theory-oriented works of recognized representatives of early sociology, such 
as Auguste Comte or Herbert Spencer, who were primarily concerned with devising ex-
planatory models for social transformation processes, sociographic sketches presented 
a detailed, visual-verbal documentation of social behaviors, cultural routines and 
sociomaterial environments as meaningful constellations of sociocultural conditions. 
In a way, the journalistic-commercial publication context itself promoted the literary 
production of recognizable “ethnographic fragments” (Hannerz 1995: 64),52 as authors 
who aligned their texts with the public’s social experience and reading habits were as-
sured a favorable reception and regular commissions. The demand of the readership and 
the stipulations of the print market, hence, favored the advent of sociographic journal-
ism as a heuristic format of ethnography at one’s doorstep, which is why the view of 

50	 Stephen Donovan and Matthew Rubery state “that social investigations, despite their dismal and 
often distressing character, were by the 1880s a well-established and even popular feature of British 
journalism” (2012: 9). On parallel developments in the French- and German-language press, see Rieder 
(2009: 98–127). 

51	 See my comments on this in an earlier issue of this journal (Schwab 2016).
52	 Ulf Hannerz (1995: 64) describes as “ethnographic fragments” those text parts that still form the basis 

of anthropological study even in globalized contexts, insofar as they enable – similar to the concept 
of “cultural constellation” – the “incorporation of the global, the political economy, the systemic into 
the local” (Lindner 2001: 13).
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sociographic journalism invites one to look at the characteristics of social knowledge 
production “from below.”53

Secondly, sociographic journalism, as a format between entertainment, art and 
science, leads us directly into the diffuse ramifications of pre-disciplinary configura-
tions. A reassessment of this heterogeneous and transnational genre in the history of 
social knowledge and science challenges us to break down established historiographi-
cal traditions and tell cross-genre, transnational and interdisciplinary stories of social 
observation and thought. Such ways of storytelling may not only shed new light on 
historical configurations, but also have immediate relevance for the present. This is 
true for studies of modes of adaptation of sociographic journalism in (post-)colonial 
world regions, from which global histories of knowledge and science still have to be 
sketched, as well as for research on the cognitive role of scientific modes in early and 
contemporary social and cultural research. Additionally, the multilayered processes of 
knowledge transfer between different socio-medial contexts and the circulation of pow-
erful political narratives and visions of the social are problem areas of historical as well 
as contemporary research. Furthermore, the current push for permanent digital self-
representation gives us reason to rethink and historicize ethnographic self-observation 
as a public fashion. A curiously open view of historical constellations of social knowl-
edge production, of epistemic as well as medial traditions and ruptures, thus, promises 
not only alternative narratives of the evolution of social thought but also new perspec-
tives on current forms, conditions and responsibilities of today’s social sciences.
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