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CHAPTER TWO

The Linguistic Creation of Man: Charles Darwin,
August Schleicher, Ernst Haeckel, and the Missing Link
in Nineteenth-Century Evolutionary Theory

Robert ]. Richards

While reflecting on various aspects of his new theory of species transforma-
tion, Charles Darwin (1809-82) conjured up a singing ape and then one
groaning its desires while eyeing a well-proportioned member of the oppo-
site sex. Such utterances, he mused, might have been the phonetic resources
for primitive speech. The problem of language had captured Darwin’s at-
tention from a quite early period in his theorizing about species descent. His
initial concern was to show that language—that most human of traits—had
a natural origin and that it developed in genealogical and progressive fash-
ion.! In a collection of notes, which he jotted down in 1837 shortly after re-
turning from the Beagle voyage, he reflected on these putative features of
language. On the very first page of this collection, he wrote, “all specula-
tions on the origins of language.—must presume it originates slowly—if
these speculations are utterly valueless—then argument fails—if they have,
then language was progressive.—We cannot doubt that language is an alter-
ing element, we see words invented—we see their origin in names of Peo-
ple—Sounds of words—argument of original formation.—declensions &c¢
often show traces of origin.”?

A bit later he thought of that harmonious ape, when he queried himself:
“Did our language commence with singing?” Were we originally like howl-
ing monkeys or chirping frogs? Alternatively, perhaps words arose out of ex-
pressions of emotion at certain events (for example, the ape with the oppo-
site sex on its mind), or maybe from efforts at imitation of natural sounds.’
These latter were the kinds of conjectures that Friedrich Max Miiller (1823~
1900), the great Oxford linguist, would later derisively call the “pooh-pooh”

and “bow-wow” theories of language formation. Darwin worried, even at
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this early juncture, that if his views about language origins could not be sus-
tained, then his whole argument regarding evolution might fail, since that
argument could not then explain one of man’s essential traits.

For the evolutionary thesis, no other trail lay open than the one Darwin
initially began to follow. In the late 1860s, while focusing more determi-
nately on constructing a theory of language, he came to rely in particular on
his cousin Hensleigh Wedgwood (1803-91), who had endorsed a quasi-
naturalistic account of linguistic development in his On the Origin of Lan-
guage (1866); and while working on the Descent of Man and Selection in Re-
lation to Sex (1871), Darwin made frequent inquiries of his cousin about the
subject. Wedgwood had allowed that it was part of God’s plan to have man
instructed, as it were, by the natural development of speech. He argued that
language began from an instinct for imitation of sounds of animals and nat-
ural events, which under “pressure of social wants” developed into a system
of signs. According to Wedgwood, onomatopoeia served as the “vera causa”
for a natural evolution of language.* Darwin embraced this confirmation of
his original ideas, dispensing, of course, with the theological interpretation.
In the Descent of Man, he mustered this naturalistic account of language ac-
quisition to a Surprising purpose.

The principal concern of the Descent of Man, as the title signals, is the
evolution of the human animal, with all its distinctive properties, especially
‘that of high intellect.’ Darwin admitted that, as his friend Alfred Russel
Wallace (1823-1913) had argued in the late 1860s, for survival, man’s ape-
like ancestors needed a brain hardly larger than that of an orangutan—ac-
tually not much larger, Wallace thought, than that exhibited by typical
members of a Victorian gentleman’s club. Wallace was reinforced in this
conclusion by his turn toward spiritualism. He came to believe that man’s
ascent from the animal state occurred through the ministrations of higher,
spiritual powers—a proposal that drove Darwin crazy.® Yet Darwin recog-
nized the force of Wallace’s objection. If a large brain, with all that such en-
tailed, were not required for survival, then natural selection could not ac-
count for it. Darwin thus needed another way to explain the refinement
and perfection of human intelligence. Language provided the instrument,
although not in the way one might acknowledge today. In the Descent of
Man, he argued in this fashion:

The mental powers in some early progenitor of man must have been more

highly developed than in any existing ape, before even the most imperfect
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form of speech could have come into use; but we may confidently believe that
the continued use and advancement of this power would have reacted on the
mind by enabling and encouraging it to carry on long trains of thought. A
long and complex train of thought can no more be carried on without the aid
of words, whether spoken or silent, than a long calculation without the use of
figures or algebra.”

Darwin proposed that man’s apelike ancestors must have developed consid-
erable intellectual capacity prior to breaking into the human range of intelli-
gence. That animals displayed conspicuous understanding, approaching that
of the human, no English huntsman seriously doubted. Even the great British
idealist E H. Bradley (1846-1924) remarked to a friend, “I never could see
any difference at bottom between my dogs & me, though some of our ways
were certainly a little different.”® (This may say more about late-nineteenth-
century British philosophy than about the abilities of English canines.) What
was needed, in Darwin’s view, to steam our animal ancestors across the Ru-
bicon of mind was the engine of language. As language evolved through a
natural development out of emotional and imitative cries, it would rebound
on brain, promoting, as Darwin indicated, a more complex train of thought.
Darwin would differ from contemporary neo-Darwinians, however. He be-
lieved that the complex patterns of thought that language stimulated would
progressively alter brain structures and that these new acquisitions would
produce an “inherited effect.”® Language created human brain and, conse-
quently, human mind. Darwin thus dissolved Wallace’s objection to a natu-
ralistic explanation of man.

From the beginning of his career to the end, Darwin believed in the in-
heritance of acquired characteristics. From our current perspective, we can
see that he need not have argued in this fashion. He could have employed
his own device of natural selection to explain the reciprocal pressures that
mind and language might have exerted on one another to produce a contin-
ued evolution of both. Darwin did not appreciate that ever-more-complex
language and thought might have had distinct survival advantages—for ex-
ample, language might have served to weave together mutually supportive
social networks for our protohuman ancestors. Like Wallace, he conceded
that for sheer survival, our progenitors did not require a brain more ad-
vanced than that of, say, a great ape. Hence, in those cases in which natural
selection seemed inapplicable, Darwin fell back on that device he always
had at the ready—the inheritance of acquired characters.
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Darwin’s theory of the influence of language on developing mentality
seems, at first blush, puzzling. This is not because of his employment of the
idea of use-inheritance—common enough for his theory and his time. The
puzzle rather arises because Darwin’s proposal ran counter to the usual Brit-
ish empiricists’ assumption that language merely expressed or mirrored ideas
—it did not create them.!® What then was the source of Darwin’s conviction
that language could mold human brain, could create human mind? In what
follows I wish to argue that the ultimate source for his conception is to be
found in German romanticism and idealism, especially in the work of Wil-
helm von Humboldt (1767-1835), linguist and pedagogical architect of the
University of Berlin, and of Georg Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831), Germany’s
greatest philosopher in the first part of the nineteenth century. German ro-
manticism and idealism thus forged, I believe, a missing link in nineteenth-
century evolutionary theory.

DARWIN AND THE LINGUISTIC RUBICON

Although Darwin realized that he would have to give an account of human
mind and language if his general theory were to win the day, he kept all overt
discussion of human evolution out of the book that first detailed his theory,
the Origin of Species (1859). He simply forecast in the concluding chapter
-that “light will be thrown on the origin of man and his history.”*" The Ori-
gin is, nonetheless, larded with oblique but succulent references to human
activity and history.’? The case of language stands out among these. In his
chapter on classification and systematics, for instance, Darwin observed, “If
we possessed a perfect pedigree of mankind, a genealogical arrangement of
the races of man would afford the best classification of the various languages
now spoken throughout the world; and if all extinct languages, and all inter-
mediate and slowly changing dialects, had to be included, such an arrange-
ment would, I think, be the only possible one.”** In this passage, Darwin rec-
ognized an isomorphism between language descent and human biological
descent. Not only could the human pedigree serve as a model for tracing lin-
guistic development, as he here emphasized, but also the reverse, as he im-
plied, could be the case: the descent of language might serve as a model for
the descent of man.

Darwin’s suggestion about a similar genealogy for human beings and lan-
guage passed casually through c:._.w one paragraph of the Origin. He himself
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did not really employ the model in any systematic way. His illustration of
species evolution, the only graphic illustration in the Origin, was certainly
not modeled on language development. The bare suggestion of this appar-
ent isomorphism between the development of language and the develop-
ment of human varieties, however, caught fire almost immediately. Although
initially Darwin warmed himself contentedly in the blaze, his friend Charles
Lyell (1797-1875) pushed him a little too close.

Lyell was a scientist out of whose brain, Darwin said, came half his ideas.
Lyell immediately took up Darwin’s suggestion about language descent and
further advanced it in his book The Antiquity of Man (1863). Lyell had ob-
served that although there were wide gaps between dead and living lan-
guages, with no transitional dialects preserved, competent linguists did not
doubt the descent of modern languages from ancient ones. Therefore, gaps
in the fossil record of species ought prove no more of an obstacle to trans-
mutation theory than gaps in the record of language proved in linguistic the-
ory. Moreover, the two kinds of descent should have a common explanatory
account, he believed. So the formation and proliferation of languages were
due, to quote Lyell, to “fixed laws in action, by which, in the general strug-
gle for existence, some terms and dialects gain the victory over others.”'* He
thus maintained that the processes of biological evolution could be likened
to those of linguistic evolution—in both the more fit types were selected.
Lyell, one of Britain’s leading scientists of the time, in this way offered sig-
nificant support for his friend’s theory.

Lyell, however, could not cross the Rubicon. He thought the principle of
natural selection was unable to account completely for the intricately de-
signed fabric of language, even that of the more primitive languages of native
groups. He judged—as Darwin groaned his great frustration—that natural se-
lection of both language and life-forms could only be a secondary cause, op-
erating under the guidance of higher powers. “If we confound ‘Variation’ or
‘Natural Selection’ with such creational laws,” he cautioned, “we deify sec-
ondary causes or immeasurably exaggerate their influence.”’ Such a repair to
higher wisdom, of course, eviscerated Darwinian nature of the fecund force
with which the Origin invested it. And nature in Darwin’s theory resonated
of that romantic power of creative action and evaluation that it soaked up
from German sources, especially from Alexander von Humboldt (1769
1859), whom Darwin incessantly read while on the Beagle voyage some years
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before.'® But another German writer came to Darwin’s attention in the mid
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1860s, one whose analyses of language he found considerably more congenial
than Lyell’s and one whose ideas he would weave into his own theory of hu-
man evolution. This was August Schleicher (1821-68).

SCHLEICHER AND THE ROMANTIC THEORY OF LANGUAGE

Schleicher’s Response to Darwin

Schleicher was a distinguished linguist working at the university in Jena.
He had been urged by his good friend Ernst Haeckel (1839-1919) to read
the German edition of the Origin.’” Haeckel, who had recently converted
to Darwinism, recommended the book because of Schleicher’s horticultural
interests.' But it was Schleicher the linguist who resonated more deeply to
Darwin’s work. He responded to Haeckel in an open letter, which he pub-
lished as a small tract with the title Die Darwinsche Theorie und die Sprach-
wissenschaft (Darwinian theory and the science of language, 1863)."” The
book excited considerable controversy, evoking critically negative responses
from the likes of Friedrich Max Miiller and William Dwight Whitney (1827-
94), and supportive efforts from Frederick Farrar (1831-1903).% In the
Descent of Man, Darwin referred to his cousin Hensleigh Wedgwood and
Farrar as sources for his ideas about evolutionary descent of language. He
silently prescinded, as one might expect, from the fact that each of his
sources reserved a role for the Creator. And he credited Schleicher as well.
It was on Schleicher’s thoroughgoing linguistic naturalism on which he
principally depended for his theory of the constructive effect of language
on mind.”

Schleicher indicated that contemporary languages had gone through a
process in which simpler Ursprachen had given rise to descendent languages
that obeyed natural laws of development. He argued that Darwin’s theory
was thus perfectly applicable to languages and, indeed, that evolutionary
theory itself was confirmed by the facts of language descent. This last point
was crucial for Schleicher, since it suggested the singular contribution that
the science of language could make to the establishment of Darwin’s theory.
In the German translation of the Origin, Heinrich Bronn, the translator, had
added an epilogue in which he allowed that Darwin’s theory showed that
descent was possible but that the Englishman had not shown that it was
actual. According to Bronn, Darwin had provided no direct empirical evi-
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dence, only analogical possibilities.?” Schleicher, like many other Germans,
accepted Bronn’s evaluation. He yet insisted that language descent, unlike
the imaginative scenarios Darwin offered, could be proven—it was already
an empirically established phenomenon. Moreover, the linguist’s descent
trees (Stammbiume) might be used as models for construing the evolution of
plant and animal species.

Schleicher was quick to point out that the only graphic representation of
descent in Darwin’s Origin consisted of a highly abstract scheme, in which
no real species were mentioned, only letter substitutes (see Figure 2.1). He
contrasted this with a descent tree of the Indo-Germanic languages—his
own graphic innovation—that he attached as an appendix to his tract (see
Figure 2.2). Darwin had thus only represented a possible pattern of descent,
while the linguist could provide a real pattern, empirically derived. Here,
Schleicher believed, was a genuine contribution of linguistics to biological
theory, a contribution that undercut Bronn’s objection.

Schleicher maintained there were some four other areas in which the lin-
guistic model could advance the Darwinian proposal. First, the linguistic
system might display a “natural history of the genus Homo,” because “the
developmental history of languages is a main feature of the development of
human beings.” Second, “languages are natural organisms [Naturorganis-
men]” but have the advantage over other natural organisms since the evi-
dence for earlier forms of language and transitional forms has survived in
written records—there are considerably more linguistic fossils than geolog-
ical fossils. Third, the same processes of competition of languages, the ex-
tinction of forms, and the development of more complex languages out of
simpler roots all suggest mutual confirmation of the basic processes gov-
erning such historical entities as species and languages. Finally, since the
various language groups descended from “cellular languages,” language pro-
vides analogous evidence that more advanced species descended from sim-
pler forms.??

Schleicher intended that these four complementary contributions of lin-
guistics to biological theory should buttress an underlying conviction that
received only vague expression in his Darwinsche Theorie, namely, that the
Pattern of language descent perfectly reflected human descent. The implicit
Justification for this proposition was simply that these two processes of de-
scent were virtually the same. And this justification itself was grounded in
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Darwin’s diagram of possible descent relations of species. From the Origin of Species (London:

B o R ",w'jl'g‘m' 3 S SR AP

Bowmora/sche SDrocien (A ad/sch merweg sk,
Seiwedlseh, ainiseh | and Mundaren

< enyrisoe Menderien

ﬂd
w'ﬂw

- M -
N /M"’W/

P

Ironiscie
- iy AMCieche Srecihee
{ st pugpelry )
FIGURE 2.2
Darwinsche Theorie und die Sprachwissenschaft (Weimar: Béhlau, 1863).

< russische Mundarien

‘"--’r— < serbische Mondurten

buiparische Mendorien

. =S Jrivche snd schorfiscie
Manderien
s AYMriscie Mooderfen

mmm Mundorien

et /OMEN/SCIE Sprocien
R aMundarten

2 < albamesische Mencrien

w Mondarten

& Hosghrreq

Schleicher’s diagram of the descent relations of the Indo-Germanic languages. From his



30 The Linguistic Creation of Man

the doctrine of monism that Schleicher advanced in his tract. The doctrine,

as he formulated it, recognized:

Thought in the contemporary period runs unmistakably in the direction of mo-
nism. The dualism, which one conceives as the opposition of mind and nature,
content and form, being and appearance, or however one wishes to indicate
it—this dualism is for the natural scientific perspective of our day a completely
unacceptable position. For the natural scientific perspective there is no matter
without mind [Geist] (that is, without that necessary power determining
matter), nor any mind without matter. Rather there is neither mind nor matter
in the usual sense. There is only one thing that is both simultaneously.?*

For Schleicher, the doctrine of monism provided a metaphysical ground for
his theory that the organism of language simply represented the material
side of mind, which meant, therefore, that the evolution of one carried the
evolution of the other. This organic naturalism had its roots in the German
romantic movement. That movement rejected the mechanistic interpretation
of nature and advanced the concept of organism as the fundamental princi-
ple in terms of which human mentality and all natural phenomena were ul-
timately to be understood.”

In a small work published two years after Darwinsche Theorie, Schleicher
developed some further features of his complementary theories of linguistic
and human evolution. In Uber die Bedeutung der Sprache fiir die Natur-
geschichte des Menschen (On the significance of language for the natural his-
tory of mankind, 1865), he argued that the superficial differences among
human beings, which morphologists often exaggerated, proved simply insuf-
ficient to classify them. He observed:

=
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How inconstant are the formation of the skull and other so-called racial differ-

ences. Language, by contrast, is always a constant trait. A German can indeed
display hair and prognathous jaw to match those of the most distinctive Negro
head, but he will never speak a Negro language with native facility. . . . Animals
can be ordered according to their morphological character. For man, however,
the external form has, to a certain extent, been superseded; as an indicator of
his true being, external form is more or less insignificant. To classify human
beings we require, I believe, a higher criterion, one which is an exclusive prop-
erty of man. This we find, as I have mentioned, in language.*® .
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Since some languages were more perfect than others, this would provide a

progressive arrangement of human varieties. Schleicher held, perhaps not
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surprisingly, that the Indo-Germanic and Semitic language groups were the
most advanced, since they had features, such as tenses, declensions, and true
noun and verb forms lacking in languages like the Chinese. By implication,
he thus suggested that the most evolved human groups in the evolutionary
hierarchy were those whose native languages were of the Indo-Germanic
and Semitic families. Schleicher’s justification for using language to classify
human groups was quite simple: “The formation of language is for us com-
parable to the evolution of the brain and the organs of speech.”®” This was
the position that Darwin endorsed, and it became for him a central feature
of his evolutionary conception of mankind.?

Schleicher claimed that he himself had been convinced of the natural de-
scent and competition of languages before he had read the Origin of Species.
Although it is difficult to corroborate his assertion that he had previously
urged a “Kampf ums Dasein” to explain language change, there is little
doubt that he had affirmed language competition and descent as natural
phenomena prior to reading Darwin and that he had used these concepts to
argue for human evolution. Schleicher’s argument, however, displays quite
fascinating archaeological layers of earlier ideas.

Origin of Schleicher’s Evolutionary Theory of
Language and Mind

Schleicher was born February 19, 1821, in Meiningen (southwest of Weimar
in the Thuringian Forest) to a physician with a taste for nature and his mu-
sically talented wife.?” The professors of his gymnasium cultivated exotic
languages but did not, amazingly, have high hopes for this particular pupil.
In fall 1840, Schleicher began the curriculum in theology at Leipzig and the
next semester traveled to Tiibingen for more of the same. At Tiibingen his
passion for the transcendent found secular liberation in Hegel’s writings,
which had been recently collected by his students (1832-40), with many
works appearing for the first time. Schleicher also began acquiring languages
at a frightening rate: Arabic, Hebrew, Sanskrit, and Persian initially. With
ﬂmm reluctant permission of his father, he went to Bonn, in 1843, to devote
himself to the study of classical languages. There he entered the seminar con-
a:.nﬂnn_ by the famous classical philologists Friedrich Ritschl (1806-76) and
Friedrich Welcker (1784-1868), who introduced him to the linguistic ideas
of Wilhelm von Humboldt.?® Although of oscillating health while at Bonn

Schleicher yet braced his study with participation in gymnastic nczﬁa:ao:w“
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a recreation that he and Haeckel would later together pursue with avidity.
He received a doctorate in 1846 and would normally have then spent time
as a professor in a gymnasium before pursing further study. He fell, how-
ever, under the protective wing of Prince Georg von Meiningen, who, ad-
miring of his landsman’s talents, arranged for a generous stipend. The money
enabled Schleicher to continue his study during a period of two years of ex-
tensive travel (1848—50).

In the summer of 1848, after the February Revolution and the establish-
ment of the Second Republic, Schleicher journeyed to Paris to continue his
linguistic research in the Bibliothéque Nationale. He augmented his income
during this sojourn by serving as correspondent to the Allgemeine Zeitung
(Augsburg) and the Kélnische Zeitung. He reported on the fluctuating politi-
cal events occurring in Paris and a bit later in Vienna, as revolution spread to
the capital of the Hapsburg Empire. Schleicher’s reports, tinged with the sym-
pathetic color of a liberal democrat, followed the fate and abortive efforts to
establish a republic in the Germanies.*' In addition to his political reporting,
Schleicher managed to produce a number of important linguistic studies,
which elicited a call from the University of Prague to the position of extraor-
dinary professor. Three years later, he advanced to ordinary professor of Ger-
man, comparative linguistics, and Sanskrit. He remained in Prague until 1857,
when he received an offer to return to his own land. He accepted a position

-in the philosophy faculty at Jena, the venerable university that two genera-
tions earlier, at the turn of the century, had nurtured the romantic movement,
serving as redoubt for the likes of Schiller, Fichte, the brothers Schlegel,
Schelling, Hegel, and with Goethe right down the road at Weimar. Jena was
also the university of Schleicher’s father, Johann Gottlieb (1793-1864), who
in the summer of 1815 helped found the first Burschenschaft, the student or-
ganization that agitated for democratic reform and political unity.* In the
1850s, the university looked back to a glorious past and forward to a finan-
cially precarious future.

Although he initially had high hopes for his time in Jena, undoubtedly re-
calling his father’s stories of revolutionary days at the university, Schleicher
quickly came to feel isolated from his colleagues, whose conservative consid-
erations bent them away from the more daring of his own approaches both in
linguistics and politics. The poor finances of the university, making scarce the
necessities of scholarship, did not improve his attitude. A friend remembered
Schleicher remarking that “Jena is a great swamp and I'm a frog in it.”* The
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frog was saved from wallowing alone in his pond when Ernst Haeckel arrived
at the university in 1861. They took to one another immediately and re-
mained fast friends through the rest of Schleicher’s short life. He died in 1868,
at age forty-eight, apparently of a recurrence of tuberculosis.

In 1848, after he returned to Bonn from research in the revolution-torn
Paris, Schleicher saw published his first monograph, Zur vergleichenden Spra-
chengeschichte (Toward a comparative history of languages).** This work
framed the theory that would guide him through the rest of his career. In it,
he distinguished three large language families by reason of their forms: iso-
lating languages, agglutinating languages, and flexional languages. Isolating
languages (for example, Chinese and African) have very simple forms, in
which grammatical relationships are not expressed in the word; rather, the
word consists merely of the one-syllable root (with position or pitch indicat-
ing grammatical function). Because of their simple structure, these languages
cannot, according to Schleicher, give full expression to the possibilities of
thought. Agglutinating languages (for example, Turkish, Finnish, Magyar)
have their relational elements tacked on to the root in a loose fashion (indeed,
the relational elements themselves are derived from roots). Flexional lan-
guages (for example, the Indo-Germanic and Semitic families) are the most
developed. Roots and relations form an “organic unity,” according to Schle-
icher.? So, for example, the Latin word “scriptus™ has “scrib” as the root or
meaning; “tu” expresses the participial relationship; and “s” indicates the
nominative relationship. Schleicher believed that even the most highly devel-
oped languages, the flexional group, originated from a simpler stem, much
like the Chinese, but continued to develop into varieties with more perfect
forms. Isolating and agglutinating languages, by contrast, simply did not have
the potential to move much beyond their more primitive structures.

Schleicher regarded these three language forms as exhibiting an internal,
organic unity. Indeed, he compared them to natural organisms of increasing
complexity: crystals, plants, and animals, respectively.’® Such comparisons
had the authority of those linguists upon whom Schleicher most relied: Wil-
helm von Humboldt, Franz Bopp (1791-1867), and August Wilhelm Schlegel
(1767-1845). These researchers, all tinged by the romantic movement, em-
ployed the organic metaphor with alacrity.’” Schleicher, however, did suggest
an important disanalogy between languages and biological organisms. Lan-
guages had a developmental history, whereas biological organisms, although

they came to exist through a gradual process, did not alter once they were
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established. They essentially had no history. At least this was Schleicher’s
view in 1848.

In 1850, Schleicher completed a large monograph systematically describ-
ing the languages of Europe, his Die Sprachen Europas in systematischer
Ubersicht (The languages of Europe in systematic perspective). He now ex-
plicitly represented languages as perfectly natural organisms that could most
conveniently be described using terms drawn from biology—for example,
genus, species, and variety.*® Some of his contemporaries, as well as later lin-
guists, have thought Schleicher’s conception of language as a natural, law-
governed phenomenon to be erroneous, a denial of man’s special status. Such
critics then (and now) failed to understand that this was not a denigration
of the geistlich character of language; rather, it was, in the romantic purview,
an elevation of the natural.® Romantics and idealists—such as Schelling,
Schlegel, and Hegel—deemed nature simply the projection of mind. Schlei-
cher, then, did not reduce in vulgar fashion the spiritual dimension of lan-
guage to some nonanimate concourse of atoms in the void.

In his Die Sprachen Europas, Schleicher suggested (but did not yet graph-
ically illustrate) that the developmental history of the European languages
could best be portrayed in a Stammbaum, a stem-tree or developmental tree.
He first introduced a graphic representation of a Stammbaum in articles pub-
lished in 1853, representations that indeed looked like trees (see Figure 2.3). %

‘By the time of the publication of his Deutsche Sprache, seven years later
(1860), he had begun to use Stammbdiume rather frequently to illustrate lan-
guage descent (see Figure 2.4). Schleicher is commonly recognized as the first
linguist to portray language development using the figure of a tree.* Cer-
tainly he thought carefully about how illustrations could make more clear,
more intuitive the descent relations that purportedly obtained among lan-
guages. So, for instance, he used the angular distance separating the branch-
ing of the Stammbaum to suggest the morphological distances of daughter
languages (see Figure 2.5).# Such illustrations, so intuitively seductive, acted
as tacit arguments for the theory they depicted.

In Deutsche Sprache, Schleicher reiterated the argument of Die Sprachen
Europas that more recent languages had descended from Ursprachen and
that their descent conformed to natural laws. He now, however, started to
formulate those laws (for example, “When two or more branches of a lan-
guage stem [Sprachstamm] are quite similar, we may naturally conclude that
they have not been separated from each other for very long”).** He also
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FIGURE 2.3  Schleicher’s first diagram of language descent. From “Die ersten

Spaltungen des indogermanischen Urvolkes,” Allgemeine Zeitschrift fiir Wissen-
schaft und Literatur (August 1853).

made explicit a vague notion that had been floating around in his earlier
works. He argued that the descent of languages paralleled the descent of
man, that indeed, more primitive animal forms achieved their humanity pre-
cisely in acquiring language. As he expressed it: “According to every anal-
0gy, man has arisen out of the lower forms, and man, in the proper sense of
the word, first became that being when he evolved [entwickelte] to the point
of language formation.”** Schleicher further maintained that since human
languages were polygenic in origin, so was man. That is, he believed that
there was no one Ursprache whence the other languages descended; rather,
wrn:w were many Ursprachen, each having developed in different geograph-
1cal regions out of cries of emotion, imitation, and ejaculation. Since lan-
guage and thought were two sides of the same process, as language groups
developed and evolved independently of one another, so did the different
8roups of human beings who spoke them.*S
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FIGURE 2.5 Schleicher’s graphic method of intuitively showing the greater
divergence of daughter language b from the mother language A and the more

lineally descended daughter language a. From his Die Deutsche Sprache (Stuttgart:
Cotta’scher Verlag, 1860).

Schleicher on the Evolution of Man, the Language User

Prior to having read Darwin, Schleicher seems to have already convinced
himself that human beings had derived from lower animals. Certainly from
the beginning of the nineteenth century, several German biologists—for ex-
ample, Gottfried Treviranus (1776-1837), Friedrich Tiedemann (1781-18671),
and Johann Meckel (1781-1833), stimulated by Jean-Baptiste de Lamarck
(1774-1829)—had become full-blown evolutionists.* But was Schleicher full-
blown before 18592 His argument for human descent depended on the iden-
tification of language and thought. The linkage itself has a venerable history.
Authors as far back as Plato understood language and thought to have a close
wn_maoumrmv. Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-1803), an author every German
intellectual of the first half of the nineteenth century assiduously read, con-
tended, in a prizewinning treatise of 1772, that language was necessary for
thought, “that indeed the first and most elementary application of reason
fannot occur without language.” Contrary to the creationists, Herder urged
that speech arose gradually in human groups, initially through imitation of
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natural sounds. “No Mercury and Apollo,” he protested, “descend from the
clouds as by opera machinery—the whole, many-sounding, divine nature is
the language teacher and Muse for man.” Schleicher would endorse the no-
tion that languages first arose out of imitation of natural sounds, but he con-
ceived an even tighter relationship between language and thought, namely,
that of virtual identity.*® In so doing, he seems proximately to have developed
a theoretical position initially laid down by Wilhelm von Humboldt in his
Uber die Kawi-Sprache auf der Insel Java (On the Kawi-language on the is-
land of Java, 1836).

In his introduction to the Kawi-Sprache—a work often cited by Schleicher
— Humboldt argued for the intimate relation between thought and language.
He formulated the relationship in this way: “Just as without language no
concept is possible, so likewise without language there is no object for the
soul, since it is only by means of the concept that any external object can ex-
press its complete essence for the soul.”* Humboldt also suggested, equally
darkly, that the descent (Abstammung) of language “joined in true and au-
thentic union with physical descent.”*® It would take only slightly more con-
ceptual boldness for Schleicher to conclude, as he forthrightly did, that the
descent of language paralleled the descent of thought or mind. Thus the con-
clusion of Deutsche Sprache: with the evolution of different languages comes
the evolution of different kinds of human beings.

Yet one can still ask: Did Schleicher’s conclusion amount to endorsing
something like the Darwinian thesis before Darwin? A clue to the answer
to this question can be gleaned from examining a most curious theory in

Deutsche Sprache concerning the evolution of language in human groups.

Schleicher argued that human beings, in their acquisition of language,
went through three periods of development: a prelinguistic period, a prehis-
torical period of language emergence and development, and then a histori-
cal period of language decline. In the earliest stage, when no true languages

existed, neither did human beings—since without language there could be

no human thought. In the next, the prehistorical phase of earth’s history,
languages (and thus human beings) began to develop. During this period,
many different language groups sprang into existence and many died out—
indeed, most languages went extinct before achieving their full potential.
Others, however, began to spread from one region to another. When lan-
guages achieved their maturity, human beings entered the historical period,
during which they became self-conscious through the medium of historical
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understanding. However, with the advent of the historical period, no funda-
mentally new languages arose. Indeed, during this time, languages began to
decline, to devolve! Words started to fall out, forms became &En:mmm, and
grammatical relations were lost. Thus Greek and Latin have a much richer
store of grammatical forms than modern languages descended from them.
Yet, during this historical period, culture and reason dramatically advanced.
Schleicher’s scheme of language evolution, with its initial progress and then
devolutionary decline, seems perfectly paradoxical—that is, until its roots
are uncovered.

The fundamental features of this scheme appeared in Schleicher’s first
monograph, where it is obvious that the basic conception came from Hegel.
In the Zur vergleichenden Sprachengeschichte, Schleicher depicted the three
language forms (the isolating, agglutinating, and flexional) as moments in the
development of the “World Spirit” (Weltgeist). The Spirit, in the Hegelian
view, strove to realize itself, to become fully self-conscious. This striving
would be instantiated in the development of human mentality and revealed in
language formation. Thus languages would move through dialectical stages,
from simple expressions of meaning (in isolating languages), to the structural
m,uﬁ:rmmmm in languages that loosely joined meaning and relationships (agglu-
tinating), to a higher synthesis in the “organic unity” of the word, character-
istic of the flexional groups—the Semitic and Indo-Germanic. “Whatever we
recognize as significant in any sphere of the human spirit,” Schleicher averred,
“has blossomed from one of these two groups [that is, Semitic and Indo-
Germanic].”! In Hegel’s view, one explicitly adopted by Schleicher, during
the prehistorical period the World Spirit established the intellectual resources
—namely, highly developed languages—so as to begin the process of histori-
cal self-reflection and the attainment of freedom. Once the process had begun,
wowmﬁm ﬂ_rm energies required for the refined articulation of language began
0 be employed in the development of ratio :
the aesthetic products of m%wbnnm &&:mm:“M_. _.wmwmw_ﬁmﬁwﬂcmn““wﬂw”w”.mm:“
cording to Schleicher, “the fact that the formation of languages and E,mon
€annot rake place at the same time, that in the advance of history, rather, lan-
Buage must be worn down.”*?
ﬂrnﬂ“wom“.m* <0w“meﬂww..m§ iber die Euzo.wow?,m der ﬂmmm&m.n?w (Lectures on
"oy p dw,. o __v.ﬁ,an .Hmaor from ér._nr mnr,runrﬁ mnitially drew his
e > the prelinguistic Un.:oa of human mx_mwm:na is represented as nonethe-

botentially human, with the “germ or drive” to reflective consciousness



40 The Linguistic Creation of Man

already built in.5* Hegel certainly stopped short of a full-blown biological
evolutionism, and this may be where Schleicher himself stopped in Deutsche
Sprache. Yet, there can be little doubt that Schleicher was brought to the con-
ceptual brink of biological transformation theory by Humboldt and Hegel—
even if, after 1848, Hegel’s name never again appeared in Schleicher’s texts.
The reading of Darwin’s Origin of Species, under Haeckel’s tutelage, pro-
vided the shove for one who was ready to take the plunge into a new con-
ceptual sphere.

Schleicher’s own evolutionism obviously went through stages of develop-
ment, finally resting in his adoption of Darwinism in Janguage and human
evolution. One significant index of Darwin’s impact on Schleicher’s linguis-
tic ideas was the absence of the theory of language decline in his Darwinsche
Theorie. Darwin’s theory of development was thoroughly progressivistic;
therefore, it would have been anomalous to suggest that the natural selection
of languages led to a devolution of language. Yet Schleicher would have re-
alized that his original assumption of the perfection of ancient languages was
one still widely shared by linguists and cultural critics in love with the clas-
sics. He would appear to have only one recourse, which he took—namely, si-
lence. For the most part, however, Darwin’s ideas simply overlaid the funda-
mental features of Schleicher’s prior evolutionary project, which derived
from the work of those individuals immersed in German romanticism and
idealism—especially Humboldt and Hegel. They had initially argued that the
model of organic growth formed the basic category for understanding the
development of consciousness. Their fundamental metaphysical view was
monistic—mind and matter expressed two features of an organic Urstoff—
and this sort of monism became the assumption of evolutionists during the
latter half of the nineteenth century, especially of Haeckel.

HAECKEL’S THEORY OF THE LINGUISTIC
EVOLUTION OF MAN

Ernst Haeckel, to whom Schleicher’s Darwinische Theorie had been addressed,
had converted to Darwinism in 1860, virtually as soon as he read the German
translation of the Origin. At the time, he was working on his habilitation, in
which he would describe and systematically classify the radiolaria, simple
one-celled creatures that inhabited the oceans and exuded an exoskeleton.™*

Darwin’s theory helped him make sense of the myriad of families, genera,
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and species these creatures displayed. Haeckel, like Schleicher, had been ready
for such a theory as Darwin’s; he too was thoroughly imbued with romantic
ideals. His letters to his fiancée—written while working on his habilitation in
southern Italy—are smeared with quotations from Goethe. The romantic
élan so took his soul in thrall that he contemplated giving up his scientific
work for that of the life of a painter and free spirit. For a time he wandered
over the island of Capri with a poet friend, who almost seduced him, quite
literally, away from his eventual career as a university professor. It was only
the thought of his fiancée, with whom he was deeply in love, and the realiza-
tion that the life of a Bohemian did not pay very well that steeled him to fin-
ish his habilitation and return to Jena.*

Haeckel remained at Jena throughout his career and under his influence
during the last half of the nineteenth century, the university became a bas-
tion of Darwinian thought. Schleicher, who quickly slid to the Darwinian
side under his friend’s guidance, in turn contributed to Haeckel’s own ver-
sion of Darwinism, a version that became part of the standard view through
the early years of the twentieth century. Schleicher made several significant
contributions. First, he confirmed, from a quite different perspective, Dar-
win’s theory, and thus supported Haeckel in what would become a compre-
hensive scientific philosophy. Second, he solidified for his friend that impor-
tant metaphysical vision that became the basis for evolutionary theory in the
latter half of the nineteenth century, namely monism.

Monism could support a variety of philosophical refinements. For instance,
the American pragmatists William James 1842—1910) and John Dewey (1859
1952) both avowed monism. Henri Bergson (1859—-1941) also claimed that
metaphysical doctrine, as did most other evolutionists. Haeckel himself ele-
vated the doctrine into a “monistic religion,” as he termed it.* The philoso-
phy of monism could be given, as the works of these individuals suggest, dif-
ferent spins, different emphases. Haeckel always reminded his readers that
anything called Geist had a material side. So, for example, under the rubric
of monism in his Natiirliche Schopfungsgeschichte (The natural history of
creation, 1868), which was a popular version of his fundamental theoretical
work, Generelle Morphologie der Organismen (The general morphology of
organisms, 1866), Haeckel insisted that “the human soul has been gradually
formed through a long and slow process of differentiation and perfection out
of the vertebrate soul.”s” Or, as he also put it, “Between the most highly
developed animal soul and the least developed human soul there 1s ::.:. a




42 The Linguistic Creation of Man

Gemeinverftanblide wiffen{daftlide Boctrdge
fiber bie
Cutwidelungélehre
g im Wlgemeinen uih diejetige bon
Darwin, Goethe und Lamarg
1 im Befonberen, iber bie K b berfelen auf ben
i Urjprung bed Tenfdyen
unb anbere bamit pufammenfingenbe
Grundfragen der Hatwrwifendaft.

Bon

Dr. Cruft Hacedel,

relfes an bes UnioerRtal Jene.

Al Tefein, § L - i

Qmw_u%mm./
Malattaner

_ Betlin, 1868
Berlag von Beorg Reimern,

Die Familiengruppe der Kalarrhinen (siehe Seite 555).

FIGURE 2.6 Frontispiece and title page of Ernst Haeckel’s Natiirliche Schop-
fungsgeschichte (Berlin: Reimer, 1868).

quantitative, but no qualitative difference.”*® Indeed, Haeckel thought that
the mental divide separating the lowest man (the Australian or Bushman) and
the highest animal (ape, dog, or elephant) was smaller than that separating
the lowest man from the highest man, a Newton, a Kant, or a Goethe.”?

Haeckel regarded differences among men as so significant, that he thought

humankind should be classified not simply into different races or varieties of

one species, but into some nine separate species of one genus (see Figure 2.7). nwﬁmﬁ.__a ﬁ%mﬁiﬂr AN/ B ﬂwﬂwﬂ-ﬂﬁﬂﬂucnwz
e m ) s . anhen ans Menfdenafien. yp
Morphological similarities led Haeckel to argue that human beings evolved -Raffen.

through a kind of bottleneck, that of the narrow-nosed apes (see Figure 2.6). . .t ; -
FIGURE 2.7 Haeckel’s Stammbaum of the nine species of men.

There must have been, according to Haeckel, an Urmensch, or A enmensch 7 _ N . . o :
l , ac g ¢ ,an U €, ff From his Natiirliche Schipfungsgeschichte (Berlin: Reimer, 1868).

—an ape man—that stemmed from the Menschenaffen—the menlike apes.



44 The Linguistic Creation of Man

This was the missing link, and the currency of this idea is due to Haeckel. He
thought the Affenmensch would likely have come either from Africa or per-
haps from the area of the Dutch East Indies, where the orangutan was to be
found. Later, Haeckel would name this Ur-ancestor Pithecanthropus alalus—
ape-man without speech. His protégé Eugene Dubois (1858-1940), a Dutch
army doctor, actually found Pithecanthropus in Java in 1891; and the miss-
ing link, which Haeckel had predicted, became widely celebrated.® It was
later re-christened Homo erectus, and Java man was the first of his remains
to be discovered.

The unspoken question about human evolution, for which Haeckel had
a spoken answer, was: What essentially distinguished the various species of
men, what led to this great mental differentiation—a differentiation that
persuaded him that the Papuan, for instance, was intellectually closer to the
apes than to a Newton or Goethe? Morphologically, after all, aside from
skin color and hair differences, human beings were pretty much alike. On
this question Schleicher made another contribution. The monistic meta-
physics that he professed emphasized the mental side of things, which is not
surprising given his early commitment to romantic idealism. In Zur ver-
gleichenden Sprachengeschichte, he argued, in Hegelian fashion, that the
systematic representation of beings, from the logically simple to the more
complex, was identical to the becoming of those beings in time, in a kind of
evolutionary emanation. Animal cognition, in this philosophical consider-
ation, remained decisively different from human mentality. By the 1860s,
Schleicher could confirm his philosophical conception with a scientifically
articulated one, namely, Darwin’s. But in the 1860s, he still maintained that
human beings were quite distinct from animals in their mental ability. Hu-
man mentality was exhibited in language, of which no animal was capable.
What this now meant, however, was that the advent of language created
man out of his apelike forebears, a creation that would not be repeated.
Since, according to Schleicher, the basic language groups did not evolve
from one another, each protohuman group became human in a distinctively
different way. After the initial establishment of the isolating, agglutinating,
and flexional languages, which created the different groups of men, they
evolved at different rates and in different directions. Only the Indo-Germanic
and Semitic languages reached a kind of perfection not realized in the other
groups. Here, then, was Haeckel’s solution to the evolution of the various

human species.
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In the Natiirliche Schépfungsgeschichte, Haeckel maintained that human
beings had a quasi-monogenic origin in Pithecanthropus. He imagined that
these original protomen evolved on a continent that now lay sunken in the
Indian Ocean, somewhere between Malay and South West Africa, and that
these primitive Urmenschen eventually split into two groups, which mi-
grated respectively toward both east and west. Later he would call this fan-
ciful continent “Atlantis” or “Paradise,” with the full irony of that latter
name in mind. Although the human physical frame could be traced back to
this one kind of ape-man, Haeckel yet maintained that in a proper sense, the
human species were polygenic, as Schleicher had suggested:

We must mention here one of the most important results of the comparative
study of languages, which for the Stammbaum of the species of men is of the
highest significance, namely that human languages probably had a multiple or
polyphyletic origin. Human language as such probably developed only after
the species of speechless Urmenschen or Affenmenschen had split into several
species or kinds. With each of these human species, language developed on its
own and independently of the others. At least this is the view of Schleicher,
one of the foremost authorities on this subject. . . . If one views the origin of
the branches of language as the special and principal act of becoming human,
and the species of humankind as distinguished according to their language
stem, then one can say that the different species of men arose independently
of one another.?!

The clear inference is that the languages with the most potential created
the human species with the most potential. And, as Haeckel never tired of
indicating, that species with the most potential—a potential realized—was
that constituted by the Semitic and Indo-Germanic groups, with the Berber,
Jewish, Greco-Roman, and Germanic varieties in the forefront.®? Their ver-
tical position on the human Stammbaum, indicated the degree of their evo-
lutionary advance (see Figure 2.7 above).

But Schleicher’s greatest and lasting contribution to evolutionary under-
standing may simply be his use of a Stammbaum to illustrate the descent of
languages. Not long after Schleicher published his open letter, Haeckel fin-
ished his magnum opus, his synthesis of evolutionary theory and morphol-
gy, his large two-volume Generelle Morphologie der Organismen. The end
of the second volume included eight tables of phylogenetic trees. Although
there are some vague antecedents for the graphic use of treelike forms for
the expression of descent relationships, Haeckel quite obviously took his
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Haeckel’s Stammbaum of the descent of vertebrates. From his

FIGURE 2.8
Generelle Morpbologie der Organismen (Berlin: Reimer, 1866).

inspiration from his good friend Schleicher.* And Haeckel’s Stammbiume
have become models for the representation of descent ever since.

Haeckel’s tree of vertebrates (see Figure 2.8) might be compared with -

both Darwin’s diagram and Schleicher’s. Unlike Darwin’s but like Schleicher’s,
Haeckel’s illustration shows a single origin of the vertebrate phylum, al-
though each of the major phyla (for example, Mollusca, Articulata, and so
on), he maintained, had independent origins. And, of course, again unlike
Darwin’s but like Schleicher’s, Haeckel’s Stammbaum depicts actual species,
the extinct and the extant. Schleicher’s tree captured both time, marked as
the distance from the Indo-Germanic Ursprache, and morphological differ-
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entiation, represented by the separation of the branches. Haeckel’s diagram
depicts this too. Haeckel’s tree has an added feature, of course: it actually
looks like a tree, whereas Darwin’s and Schleicher’s sketches are merely line
drawings. This might seem, at bottom, a trivial difference, arising from the
fact that Haeckel was an accomplished artist. Certainly his talent made the
depiction possible. But the living, branching, gnarled, German oak func-
rioned as a kind of graphic rhetoric: it vividly displayed the tree of life, in all
its gothic and romantic textures. In the case of all three authors, but with in-
creasing vivacity, a visual argument was made, which with Haeckel had be-
come a powerful, if silent, linking of the very newest theory in biology with
the traditions well established at Jena of German romanticism.

CONCLUSION

During the mid-1860s, Darwin’s great friend Alfred Russel Wallace had un-
dergone a conversion to spiritualism, on the basis of experimental evidence,
to be sure.5 In a review article in 1869, Wallace fortified his conviction with
some powerful arguments about natural selection’s insufficiency to account
for man’s big brain.* Sheer survival, he thought, simply did not require the
intellectual capacity demonstrated by even primitive men. Darwin, in some
horror, responded to his friend’s article: “But I groan over Man—you write
like a metamorphosed (in retrograde direction) naturalist, and you the au-
thor of the best paper that ever appeared in the Anthropological Review!
Eheu! Eheu! Eheu!”% Darwin, nonetheless, saw the force of Wallace’s argu-
ment and thus the vexing problem it posed: how to explain the complex
mind and big brain of human beings. But during the mid-1860s, another kind
of argument came to his attention, one that held the key to the evolutionary
resolution of the problem. The argument was Schleicher’s for the linguistic
creation of man, and it came to Darwin’s attention through several sources.

Darwin studied Schleicher’s Darwinsche Theorie, which he then used and
cited in his own formulation in the Descent of Man. He got two other doses
of Schleicher’s views more indirectly. Frederick Farrar—whom Darwin named
m_.onm with his cousin Hensleigh Wedgwood and Schleicher as contributing to
_:m“ conception of language—had made Schleicher’s theories known to the
British intellectual community through a comprehensive account in the jour-
:..n: Nature.” Schleicher’s conceptions also got conveyed to Darwin through a
8ift of Haeckel’s Natiirliche Schipfungsgeschichte, which the author sent in
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1868. Darwin wrote to a friend after reading Haeckel’s work that it was “one
of the most remarkable books of our time.”¢® Darwin’s notes and underlin-
ing in the book are quite extensive. He was particularly interested, as shown
by his scorings and marginalia, in Haeckel’s account of Schleicher’s thesis in
Uber die Bedeutung der Sprache fiir die Naturgeschichte des Menschen.®.
Here Darwin had a counterargument to Wallace’s, one by which he could
solidify an evolutionary naturalism: language might modify brain, increas-
ing its size and complexity, with such acquisition becoming a permanent,
hereditary legacy.”® The irony, of course, is that Darwin’s evolutionary na
uralism obtained its support, via Schleicher, ultimately from Wilhelm von
Humboldt and Georg Friedrich Hegel, two foremost representatives of Ger:
man romanticism and idealism, the movements that forged the missing link
in nineteenth-century evolutionary theory.
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