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Intellectual historians generally trace the linguistic turn, the insight
into the inextricable interrelationship between language, thought, and
the world, back to Wilhelm von Humboldt. It has been extensively
studied by scholars from Bruno Liebrucks to Jürgen Habermas,
Jürgen Trabant, and many more.1 Isaiah Berlin described this turn
towards language as an explicitly anti-Enlightenment movement.
Johann Gottfried Herder’s and Johann Georg Hamann’s thinking
about language, he argued, drew attention away from the universal-
ism and rationalism of the Enlightenment and focused instead on the
limits of reason, the irrational, and the culturally relative and plural.2
Here Berlin was reformulating older assessments and canonizations
of German national historiography of the nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries—such as contrasting an ‘unGerman Enlightenment’
with a supposedly romantic and irrational German national cul-
ture—in a way that had momentous consequences for the Anglo-
phone world, and is still controversial today.3
Arguing against Berlin’s thesis, Avi Lifschitz rehabilitates the

Enlightenment’s thinking on language and demonstrates impressive-
ly that not only was language one of the main themes of the discourse
of the European Enlightenment, but that it was already seen as hav-
ing a knowledge- and world-constituting significance. Herder stands
wholly in the tradition and the debates of this Enlightenment think-
ing about language, and something similar could also be said of
Humboldt. According to Lifschitz, two main features are common to
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Trans. Angela Davies (GHIL).
1 Bruno Liebrucks, Sprache und Bewußtsein, 7 vols. (Frankfurt am Main, 1964–
79); Jürgen Habermas, ‘Hermeneutische versus analytische Philosophie: Zwei
Spielarten der linguistischen Wende’, in id., Wahrheit und Rechtfertigung:
Philosophische Aufsätze (Frankfurt am Main, 1999); Jürgen Trabant, Traditionen
Humboldts (Frankfurt am Main, 1990).
2 Isaiah Berlin, Three Critics of the Enlightenment: Vico, Hamann, Herder
(Princeton, 2000); id., ‘The Counter-Enlightenment’, in id., Against the Current:
Essays in the History of Ideas (Princeton, 2001), 1–24.
3 See Joseph Mali and Robert Wokler (eds.), Isaiah Berlin’s Counter-Enlighten-
ment (Philadelphia, 2003).



all the language theories of the Enlightenment from Condillac to
Rousseau, Mendelssohn, Michaelis, and Herder, and distinguish
them both from the older view of language as a tool or an image of
thought which dominated from Aristotle to Descartes, and from the-
ological explanatory models. First, building on Leibniz’s insight into
the nature of human thought as inevitably sign-bound, language is
ascribed a constitutive role in cognition and the construction of social
realities. In contrast to physical phenomena, institutions such as pri-
vate property or forms of government are constituted by language.
Herder contributed this insight to the image that language had creat-
ed cities and transformed deserts into gardens. Secondly, the lan-
guage theorists of the Enlightenment, building on the models of
Epicurus and Lucretius from Antiquity, developed a naturalistic the-
ory of the evolution of human language. Lifschitz demonstrates that
historical naturalism was central for the Aufklärer, even if they had
different ideas about God, because a scientific explanation could only
appeal to internal and natural phenomena, while the method of con-
jectural history that they developed was understood exclusively by
analogy with the natural sciences (p. 5).
Lifschitz’s argument draws its persuasiveness from the fact that,

unlike Berlin, he does not operate purely within Geistesgeschichte or
the history of ideas. Rather, he contextualizes these debates in the his-
tory of institutions, thus placing forms of discourse in relation to
social forms of knowledge. The Berlin Academy of Sciences in par-
ticular was a centre of the European discourse on language around
the middle of the eighteenth century. All the authors discussed were
associated with it, and the debates focus on it. Crucial to the question
of language here was the Berlin Enlightenment’s nature as a multi-
lingual and multi-confessional ‘melting-pot’ (p. 65), an exciting con-
stellation that was reflected in the Academy. Apart from the French
Aufklärer patronized by Frederick II, including such notorious ma-teri-
alists as La Mettrie and Maupertuis, president of the Academy, the
Class in Speculative Philosophy formed a centre for Wolffianism in
the tradition of Leibniz and the early Enlightenment. Between these
two poles there were a number of Swiss scholars such as Merian and
Sulzer, while the French-speaking Huguenots around the Academy’s
permanent secretary, Jean Henri Samuel Formey, defended the posi-
tions of Protestant orthodoxy and Wolffianism conveying a moderate
Enlightenment.
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Through the medium of essay prize contests, the Academy also
played a crucial part in the Enlightenment discourse in the German
language. These contests, which had been held since Frederick’s
reform of the Academy in 1746, attracted not only many of the great
Parisian philosophes, but also the best known German Aufklärer, such
as Moses Mendelssohn, Immanuel Kant, Christian Garve, and
Herder, who had been crowned three times. Throughout the second
half of the eighteenth century, no other subject provided the topic for
these competitions as frequently as the question of language: in 1759
the topic was the reciprocal influence of language on opinions; in
1771 the origin of language; in 1784 a European universal language;
in 1794 a comparison between Europe’s main languages; and in the
same year again, the chances of perfecting the German language. In
addition, there were further questions relating to logical connections
between language and thought, such as that of 1763, won by
Mendelssohn ahead of Kant, on the difference between mathematical
and metaphysical certainty.
The main focus of Lifschitz’s study is the prize contest of 1759 on

the connection between opinion and language, which he identifies as
the intersection between early Enlightenment theories of the depend-
ence of thought on signs as in Leibniz, Pufendorf, Wolff, and Baum-
garten, and later theories of the evolution of language and human
civilization. This prize question crystallized the various positions and
it also allowed a surprising alliance to emerge between the two real
heroes of Lifschitz’s book, the prize-winner Johann David Michaelis,
and André Pierre Le Guay de Prémontval, a French Aufklärer who
had fled to Berlin and had conceived the question. He later conduct-
ed an intensive correspondence with Michaelis, and his translation of
Michaelis’s prize-winning essay turned it into a European success.
This contest, therefore, brought together two partners who, at first
glance, could hardly seem more different: on the one side a German
Orientalist with a Pietist background, who had been sponsored in
Göttingen by Albrecht von Haller, and whose invectives against
what he saw as the atheistic and materialistic machinations at the
Berlin Academy were preserved in many forms; on the other a radi-
cal French Aufklärer who embodied pretty much everything that
Haller rejected.
Lifschitz meticulously documents how Michaelis gradually

approached a naturalistic view of language, culminating in his prize-

73

Language and Enlightenment



winning essay of 1759 in which he argued that there was no (divine)
universal language, but that languages had evolved. Beyond this, he
suggested, they represent a paradigm of democracy in which ‘the
will of the majority’ is expressed in each language community. Thus
in language, the whole population is the sovereign lawmaker, and
women as the main reading public and men of letters play a special
role. According to Lifschitz, the main factor in this remarkable
change in Michaelis’s view of language was his study of the debates
about Hebrew vowels and his reading of Robert Lowth’s interpreta-
tion of the Mosaic texts and Hebrew poetry which, like Homer’s
poems, were regarded as manifestations of natural languages.
In the case of Prémontval, the prize question he formulated for the

1759 competition was part of a comprehensive campaign waged
against an affirmative Wolffianism, against which Prémontval, like
Voltaire later in Candide, brought sceptical and anti-providential argu-
ments to bear. Prémontval’s insistence on contingency and openness
to the future in human history forms part of his evolutionary and nat-
uralistic view of language. The extent to which Prémontval’s ques-
tion is situated in the Berlin context is shown by his Préservatif contre
la corruption de la langue françoise, which was written at the same time
as, and in close connection with, the prize question. In this polemical
book, which was immediately banned by the Prussian censors,
Prémontval does not, as the title might suggest, defend French lan-
guage purism. On the contrary, it makes a passionate plea for lin-
guistic diversity. Prémontval accuses the French Huguenots in Berlin
of using old-fashioned and bad French, associated with a courtly elit-
ism, instead of perfecting their grasp of the national language,
German. The book is peppered with attacks on Formey, secretary of
the Academy, whom Prémontval sees as the chief representative of a
conservative and orthodox Wolffianism. Thus starting from two
quite distinct debates on specific empirical problems—Hebrew vow-
els and the question of privileged immigrant languages—Michaelis
and Prémontval, long before Herder and Humboldt, arrived at the
idea of language as a culturally relative phenomenon that constitutes
thought and the world.
It is a special strength of Lifschitz’s account that he lucidly shows

the connections between the institutional field, specific problems and
debates, and philosophical questions. Successfully combining the
larger picture with thick description of local contexts, Language and
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Enlightenment is a rich book that will be read with profit by those
interested in the philosophy of language, the history of ideas, and
cultural history alike. As in the case of Christopher Clark’s book on
Prussia,4 it seems that it sometimes requires a view from outside to
overcome outdated stereotypes and rigid canonizations in cultural
history, and allow historical objects to appear in a new light.

4 Christopher Clark, Iron Kingdom: The Rise and Downfall of Prussia, 1600–1947
(London, 2006).
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