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Introduction to the Paper 

 

The (mutual) relation between the arts and sciences on the one hand, and politics and 

morality on the other, was a central concern of Enlightenment thought.  This paper is part of a 

larger research project (provisionally entitled Learning and Monarchy: Enlightenment 

Debates about the Promotion of Sciences and Letters in Prussia) which explores this relation 

by looking both at the intellectual and institutional context of the Berlin Academy from its 

renewal under King Frederick the Great in 1744/46 to the founding of the University of Berlin 

in 1810.  

Academies provide ideal foci to study the relation between the sciences and letters and 

society in the eighteenth century.  Encompassing French philosophes, Huguenot scholars, 

Swiss and German Aufklärer, the Berlin Academy constitutes a unique community within the 

eighteenth-century Republic of Letters.  While there are a number of important studies on the 

social and intellectual history of academies and scientific societies, such as those by James 

McClellan, Roger Hahn or Daniel Roche, we still lack a thorough account which relates the 

self-representation of the academies to a wider debate about the role of the sciences and letters 

in society and its implications for governments and legislators.  This debate lay at the core of 

Enlightenment notions of progress and of the history of mankind in general.  By focusing on 

this debate Dr Schmidt‟s aim is to combine the history of political and moral thought with the 

history of science, cultural and social history.   

Rousseau‟s First Discourse is an important reference point in this debate.  His claim 

that the progress of the sciences and arts would lead to a decline of morals targeted 

mainstream Enlightenment assumptions about the interaction between moral refinement and 

the expansion of the arts and sciences propelling the progress of civilization.  It is no surprise 

that a number of Academy members, including King Frederick II himself, responded to the 

challenge posed by Rousseau.  The contributions by Formey and Herder, relatively little 

studied in the existing scholarship, mark important stages in a discussion which revolved 

around the problem addressed by Rousseau.  In contrast to many other replies to Rousseau, 
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however, they not only shared his criticism of the sciences and the arts to a certain extent, but 

advocated an institutional regulation of knowledge and scholarship which should be read as 

their attempt to cure the disorders diagnosed by Rousseau.  Particularly in Herder‟s case, the 

engagement with David Hume was immensely important in shaping his vision of a 

reconnection of scholarship with the needs of all ranks of society under the constraints of 

modern commercial monarchies.   


