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URSULA GOLDENBAUM, Appell an das Publikum: Die öffentliche De-
batte in der deutschen Aufklärung 1687–1796, with contributions by
Frank Grunert, Peter Weber, Gerda Heinrich, Brigitte Erker, and
Winfried Siebers (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2004), xi + 970 pp. in 2
vols. ISBN 3 05 003880 2. EUR 158.00

Had this collection of essays been published in the middle of the
eighteenth century, it would probably have been called Berufung auf
das gemeine Wesen. This is how Adelgunde Luise Victoria Gottsched
(the wife of the renowned Johann Christoph) in 1753 translated
Samuel König’s Appel au public, a central pamphlet in one of the pub-
lic debates under scrutiny here. At first sight, the absence of a prop-
er equivalent for the English or French ‘public’ in German at the time
seems to vindicate Habermas’s and Koselleck’s traditional view: the
Aufklärung was a late development and it was only in the last third of
the eighteenth century that the German public sphere was politi-
cized.1 Such a conclusion, however, would be far off Ursula
Goldenbaum’s reassessment of the German Enlightenment. As she
meticulously shows, Habermas found what he regarded as the first
usage of the term Publikum (by Johann Christoph Gottsched in 1760)
in a historical account, where it had been borrowed uncritically from
another source. By the 1760s the term Publikum had already been in
use for almost a decade in journals published in Berlin and Hamburg;
in the letter Habermas refers to, Gottsched did not report a neologism
but bemoaned the employment of foreign loan words, whose use he
strictly opposed in his rhetorical and linguistic writings.
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1 Reinhard Koselleck, Kritik und Krise: Eine Studie zur Pathogenese der bürger-
lichen Welt (Freiburg, 1959), published in English translation as Critique and
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ceiving a Public: Ideas and Society in Eighteenth-Century Europe’, Journal of
Modern History, 64 (March 1992), pp. 79–116. T. C. W. Blanning has recently
offered an insightful critique of Habermas in The Culture of Power and the
Power of Culture: Old Regime Europe, 1660–1789 (Oxford, 2002). 



The 1750s, however, seem quite late as well for the appearance of
such a seminal term as Publikum. Goldenbaum argues that its recep-
tion was hindered by the relative prominence of Latin in Germany
and by the various meanings of the Latin word publicum (unlike
‘public’, it could refer to the governing authorities and their repre-
sentation by individuals or in written documents). This is why
Goldenbaum sees the linguistic search for first occurrences as a futile
way of tracing the emergence of the middle-class public sphere in the
Protestant territories of the Holy Roman Empire. She suggests in-
stead looking for the thing itself rather than for its later significations,
and she offers as a criterion the writing agent’s conscious espousal of
open argumentation and its factual production as a means of gaining
ground within a community. Through a careful examination of seven
public debates over an entire century, Goldenbaum and her collabo-
rators try to demonstrate that the Aufklärung was politically orientat-
ed from its very beginning.

Frank Grunert studies the controversy between Christian
Thomasius, the Prussian jurist and theologian Johann Christoph
Becmann, and the Danish theologian Hector Gottfried Masius over
the extent to which different confessions enhance their believers’ alle-
giance to the state (1687–92). This early theological debate already
concerned weighty political and philosophical issues, such as the
Danish king’s decision to grant asylum to French Huguenots (and
thus to tolerate another confession in his territories), the lessons of
seventeenth-century events in England and the Netherlands, and the
complex relationship between religion and secular politics. As a con-
sequence of Danish pressure on the Saxon Elector, Thomasius was
forced to leave the University of Leipzig and move to nearby multi-
confessional Prussia, where he had a successful career at the newly
established University of Halle.

Goldenbaum looks critically at three debates. First and foremost
among them is the debate over the Wertheim Bible. This was a
Wolffian translation of the Pentateuch by Johann Lorenz Schmidt,
published in 1735, that triggered a vigorous public controversy
engaging journalists, theologians, and church and state officials all
over the Reich, from Wertheim to Hamburg, Leipzig, Ansbach,
Bamberg, Regensburg, and the courts of Berlin, Dresden, and Vienna.
The translation was officially banned in Saxony and Prussia, then in
the entire Empire; its author was interrogated and arrested before he
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managed to escape and live under an assumed identity in Hamburg
and Wolfenbüttel until his early death (1749). The story itself is well
known,2 but Goldenbaum brings the material she uncovered in sev-
eral archives to bear on significant issues in German intellectual his-
tory, showing how the public discussion redefined some of the main
participants’ attitudes towards Wolffian philosophy, Pietism, reli-
gious orthodoxy, and the persecution of heterodox views. This essay
is followed by an examination of the famous König affair in Berlin
(1751–3), involving Maupertuis, Voltaire, and Frederick II, in which
König’s aforementioned Appel au public ignited a bitter controversy
around the Berlin Academy and the allegedly despotic conduct of its
president, Maupertuis, and the Prussian king. The third debate
analysed by Goldenbaum took place from 1759 to 1762 between the
Berlin-based journal Literaturbriefe, edited by Lessing, Mendelssohn,
and Nicolai, and Der Nordische Aufseher of Copenhagen, published by
Johann Andreas Cramer. At the centre of the debate stood the poten-
tial civility and decency of atheists, as well as the new aesthetic
appreciation of the Bible and Klopstock’s poetry. Hamann, Herder,
and Kant all followed the debate and wrote about it.

Goldenbaum’s essays are followed by reassessments of perhaps
the two most familiar debates of the German Enlightenment, albeit
from the perspective of public argumentation. Peter Weber examines
the long discussion of the Allgemeines Landrecht (Prussian General
Code) and legal reform in Prussia (1780–94), concentrating on the
strategies employed by reformers under Frederick II and his succes-
sor Frederick William II. Gerda Heinrich reviews the debate on
Jewish emancipation following Dohm’s Über die bürgerliche Verbes-
serung der Juden (1781) and Mendelssohn’s Jerusalem oder Über religiöse
Macht und Judentum (1783). Both Weber and Heinrich demonstrate
how a fresh, careful examination of primary sources may provide
new insights into relatively well-known controversies. The collection
ends with an essay by Brigitte Erker and Winfried Siebers on the con-
troversy around August von Kotzebue’s slander pamphlet, Doctor
Bahrdt mit der eisernen Stirn (1790), a harsh assault on the thinkers,
journals, and institutional reforms of the Spätaufklärung—part of the
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Johann Lorenz Schmidt and Censorship in Eighteenth-Century Germany (West
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raging culture war following the Prussian Religionsedikt of 1788 and
the French Revolution. The controversy, lasting until 1796, is partic-
ularly interesting because of its exposure of the rules of the game.
Since malicious ad hominem attacks had been proscribed in eigh-
teenth-century public debates, the breach of unwritten procedures in
the acrimonious exchange between followers of the Enlightenment
and its detractors caused a serious stir in the 1790s.

These contributions follow Goldenbaum’s resolutely argued
agenda concerning the Aufklärung as a whole. As pointed out above,
she directly confronts Habermas’s and Koselleck’s views of the mid-
dle-class public sphere, which she traces back to a biased nineteenth-
century interpretation. The examined public debates show, accord-
ing to Goldenbaum, that the rise of a civil public sphere (Öffentlich-
keit) occurred at the turn of the eighteenth century, as attested by an
abundance of journals, periodicals, cafés, and societies (particularly
in Leipzig and Hamburg), and public discussions of law, politics, and
theology.

Another traditional criticism of the Aufklärung is that it was too
much concerned with theology and not critical enough towards reli-
gion, lacking theoretical and political courage. Goldenbaum argues
against taking the deist and sometimes atheist positions of some
philosophes as the sole criterion for ‘seriousness’: such an interpreta-
tion obstructs the uniqueness of the French or Parisian branch of the
Enlightenment, whose radicalism distinguished it from other En-
lightenment centres in Europe. Moreover, Goldenbaum convincingly
claims that the manner in which state and religion were challenged
was inextricably linked to the local institutional context. The Prot-
estant orientation towards Scripture itself and the politically guaran-
teed religious tolerance of the three Christian confessions in the
Empire (since 1648) brought forth issues for public discussion different
from the ones tackled in Catholic, centralized, and intolerant France.

The separation of faith from the Emperor’s armed authority
allowed the emergence of various forms of interaction between state
and religion in the old Reich, including different rules for the applica-
tion of censorship and a range of channels for the discussion of reli-
gious issues, such as the Corpus evangelicorum in Regensburg. Religious
complaints, related legal theories, and the authorities’ political actions
were all publicly discussed in printed appeals, pamphlets, and
requests, in theological and legal journals, and in publications by the
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Imperial Reichstag or its representatives (three of the early Aufklärer
were indeed jurists—Pufendorf, Thomasius, and Leibniz). According to
Goldenbaum, Pufendorf’s dictum about the structural monstrosity of
the Empire and the traditional historiographical focus on Prussia and
Austria have, until the last three decades, hindered a proper assess-
ment of the multi-confessional and non-absolutist character of the
Empire.

Goldenbaum thus claims it is no wonder that arguments for con-
fessional tolerance were not a pivotal issue for the rising public sphere
in the Protestant states of the Empire. Instead, she argues that the sem-
inal theme of the Aufklärung was the relationship between reason and
belief and the setting of boundaries to both. According to the account
offered in Appell an das Publikum, the Enlightenment reached the same
level of politicization in France and Germany by the 1780s, as attested
by Mirabeau’s deep interest in the legal and political schemes of the
Berlin Aufklärer on his visit to the city in 1786 (mentioned in Peter
Weber’s contribution). Goldenbaum points out that before the
Revolution most of the philosophes were not interested in a violent
upheaval of society and certainly not in a full-blown democracy.
Rather like their German peers (though in a different style), they pre-
ferred a gradual reform by ‘enlightening’ their rulers.

Goldenbaum’s own examination of the debate over the Wertheim
Bible (which extends over more than 300 pages) offers significant
insights into the development of the unique philosophical constella-
tion of the Aufklärung. It supplies a sound context for the genesis of
Alexander Baumgarten’s new aesthetics in contemporary theological
controversies, from the Pietist–orthodox dispute to the public debate
over the Wertheim Bible. Goldenbaum argues that during the latter
debate (1735–9), the younger generation of Halle theologians became
receptive to Wolffian philosophy, modifying and using it in their
attempts to eschew the dangers they saw in an unlimited application
of reason. They were influenced by Leibniz’s defence of the Christian
mysteries against Spinoza, who had argued that one cannot judge
what one is not able to understand clearly. Unlike Descartes, Leibniz
legitimized indistinct and unclear ideas as a form of knowledge. This
assertion was complemented by Leibniz’s distinction between truths
recognizable through natural reason and those that can only be
attained through revelation and Scripture. Taking up Leibniz’s ideas
while seeking to counter Schmidt’s rationalist interpretation of the
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Bible, the young Halle theologians appealed to aesthetic impressions
and the sublime character of poetry as powers that cannot be sub-
sumed under reason. In his early writings, Alexander Baumgarten
dealt with themes that were associated directly with the debate over
the Wertheim Bible: the interpretation of figurative speech, miracles
and their meaning, and the use of metaphor and synecdoche.
Baumgarten’s emphasis on poetry, allusive words, and sensual per-
ception may thus be seen as an attempt to defend Christianity against
what was regarded in Halle as the untamed claims of reason in
Wolffian philosophy.

Goldenbaum further demonstrates how the influential theology
faculty at Halle was transformed in the 1740s and 1750s (mainly
under the leadership of the elder Baumgarten, Siegmund Jacob) from
a basis of intolerant Pietist opposition to Wolffian philosophy into an
innovative centre of neologism and Enlightenment theology. Some of
Siegmund Jacob Baumgarten’s students developed and expanded his
methods of biblical interpretation and textual hermeneutics, among
them Johann Salomo Semler, Thomas Abbt, and Johann David
Michaelis (the latter regrettably not mentioned by Goldenbaum in
this context). The emergence of an uneasy marriage between
Wolffianism and Pietism in the Baumgartens’ exegesis and aesthet-
ics, according to Goldenbaum, dominated the Aufklärung’s main-
stream until the end of the century, highlighting the power of belief
besides an autonomous reason within its own limits. 

Despite these and other interesting insights into the theoretical
and socio-political outlook of the Aufklärung, this collection raises
several questions. Goldenbaum’s emphasis on the early emergence of
the German Enlightenment and its political character might have
been better served by a parallel focus on its development until the
1750s. As she herself notes, the importance of the debates over legal
reform in Prussia and the emancipation of the Jews has already been
widely acknowledged. Appell an das Publikum could thus have profited
from a detailed reassessment of the early controversy between the
Pietists and the Lutheran establishment (whose importance for the
emergence of the German public sphere has been demonstrated by
Martin Gierl),3 and the debate between the Pietists and Christian Wolff
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(which led to Wolff’s expulsion from Prussia and the increasing repu-
tation of his philosophy as the embodiment of German Enlightenment
thought). Furthermore, a comparison with public debates in the
Catholic territories of the Empire—even in a very summarized form—
might have assisted Goldenbaum in outlining the distinctive charac-
teristics of the examined debates in the Protestant states.

Despite the focus on the early emergence of the Aufklärung,
Goldenbaum wishes to trace the influence of the Wolffian–Pietist
compromise on the course of German philosophy until Kant’s
Critiques and thereafter. From an editorial perspective, these seem to
be contrasting endeavours. For the demonstration of the long-term
development, several other debates should have been subjected to
the careful examination of Goldenbaum and her collaborators, even
if they are relatively well known: the controversy between Gottsched,
Bodmer, and Breitinger over poetry and reason; the debate following
the prize contest on monads at the Berlin Academy (in 1746–7, pre-
ceding the König affair); the discussion surrounding Lessing’s partial
publication of Hermann Samuel Reimarus’s deist writings (the so-
called Fragmentenstreit); the debate between Jacobi and Mendelssohn
(subsequently involving other thinkers) over Lessing’s alleged
Spinozism; the famous discussion of ‘what is Enlightenment’ in the
Berlinische Monatsschrift; and the Atheismusstreit of the 1790s. The as-
sessment of so many public debates over a large span of time would
inevitably have entailed a considerable enlargement of the collec-
tion’s already substantial scope; an editorial alternative could have
been the publication of the long re-appraisal of the debate over the
Wertheim Bible as a separate book. In the present collection with its
noteworthy other contributions, Goldenbaum’s impressive study of
this debate and its implications seems slightly eclipsed by the larger
framework and the sheer size of the whole enterprise.

These reservations notwithstanding, Appell an das Publikum is a
timely and significant contribution to current research on the Auf-
klärung and to Enlightenment studies in general. Its two volumes are
bound in fiery red and yellow covers, deliberately demonstrating
Goldenbaum’s claim about the relevance of the examined debates.
Indeed, the essays included in this collection successfully show that
the public controversies of the German Enlightenment were not
merely cold intellectual skirmishes but hot battles conducted with
sincere intellectual and political engagement.
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