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Treatise on the Origin of Language

lively way; where more clearly, then less obscurely - that is all obvious,
isitnot! Butthe mostsensuous condition of the human being was still
human, and hence awareness was still effective in that condition, only in
alessmarked degree; and theleast sensuous condition ofthe animalswas
stillanimalistic,and hence despite anyamountof clarity of their thoughts
awareness of a human concept was never operative. And let us not play
with words any further!

[ am sorry to have lost so much time merely in order to define and
orderbare concepts. Butthelosswasnecessarybecause inmodern times
this whole part of psychology lies before us so pathetically devastated,
since French philosophers have confused everything so much in their
preoccupation with a few apparent peculiarities in animal and human
nature, and German philosophers order most concepts of this sort more
for their own system and according to their own perspective than with a
viewtoavoidingconfusionsintheperspective oftheusualwayofthinking.
[ have also in this clearing up of concepts made no digression, but we are
suddenly at our goal! Namely:

X

The human being, putin the condition of awareness which is his very
own, with this awareness (reflection) operating freely for the first time,
invented language. For what is reflection? What is language?

This awareness is characteristically his own, and essential to his species.
Likewise language and his own invention of language.

The invention of language is hence as natural for him as is his be-
ing a human being! Only let us unfold both concepts! - reflection and
language.

The human being demonstrates reflection when the force of his soul
operates so freely that in the whole ocean of sensations which floods the
soul through all the senses it can, so to speak, separate off, stop, and pay
attention to a single wave,and be conscious of its own attentiveness. The
human being demonstrates reflection when, out of the whole hovering
dream of images which proceed before his senses, he can collect himself
intoamoment of alertness, freely dwell on a single image, pay it clear,
moreleisurely heed,and separate offcharacteristicmarks for the factthat
thisis that objectand no other. Thus he demonstrates reflection when he
cannotonlyrecognize all the propertiesinavivid or clear way,butcan
in his own mind acknowledge one or several as distinguishing properties.
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Philosophy of Language

Thefirstactofthisacknowledgment™ providesadistinct concept; itis
the first judgment of the soul - and...

What brought aboutthis acknowledgment? Acharacteristic markwhich
hehad toseparate offand whichasacharacteristicmark oftaking-aware-
ness fell distinctly within him.?” Good! Let us shout to him the heureka!®
This first characteristic mark of taking-awareness was a word of the soul!
With it human language isinvented.

Letthatlamb passbefore hiseyeasanimage - [somethingthathap-
pens]tohimastonootheranimal. Notastothe hungry,scentingwolf!,
notas to the blood-licking lion - they already scent and savor in their
minds!, sensuality has overcome them!, instinctimpels them to attackit!
Not as to the aroused ram, which feels the [she-]lamb only as the object
of its pleasure, and which is hence again overcome by sensuality and im-
pelled by instincttoattackit. Notastoeveryotheranimal towhichthe
sheepisindifferent,and which3° consequently allowsitto proceed pastin
light and shade because its instinct directs it*° to something else. Not so
tothe human being! Assoon as he develops aneed to become acquainted
with the sheep, no instinct disturbs him, no sense tears him too close to
the sheep or away from it; it stands there exactly as it expresses itself to
his senses. White, soft, woolly - his soul, operating with awareness, seeks
a characteristic mark - the sheep bleats! - his soul has found a character-
istic mark. The inner sense takes effect. This bleating, which makes the
strongestimpression onthe soul, which toreitselfaway fromall the other
properties of viewing and feeling, jumped forth, penetrated most deeply,
remains for the soul. The sheep comes again. White, soft, woolly - the
soul sees, feels, takes awareness, seeks a characteristic mark - it bleats,
and now the soul recognizes it again! “Aha! You are the bleating one!”
the soul feels inwardly. The soul has recognized itin a human way, for
it recognizes and names it distinctly, that is, with a characteristic mark.
More obscurely? In that case the sheep would not be perceived at all for
the soul because no sensuality, no instinct directed at the sheep, would
compensatethesoul foritslack of somethingdistinctwithsomethingthat
™ One of the finest essays to throw light on the essence of apperception from physical experiments -

which so rarely get to clarify the metaphysics of the soul! - is the essay in thepublications of the

Berlin Academy of 1764. [This refers to ]. G. Sulzer, Sur I'apperception et son influence sur nos
jugements [On Apperception and Its Influence on our Judgments).]

37 B:remained distinctlywithinhim. 38 I havefoundit.  3° Reading das with Suphan.
40 Herder’s ihn should strictly be anes, but gets attracted into the gender of the following word,
“human being.”

88



Treatise on the Origin of Language

was clearinamorelively way.Distinctly inanimmediate way, without
a characteristic mark? No sensuous creature can have outer sensation in
thisway,sinceitmustalways suppress, sotospeakdestroy,other feelings,
and mustalways recognize the difference between two things through a
third thing. Withacharacteristicmark therefore? And what else was that
but an inward characteristic word? “The sound of bleating, perceived by a
human soul as the distinguishing sign of the sheep,became, thanks to this
determination to which it was destined,*! the name of the sheep, even if
the human being’s tongue had never tried to stammer it.” The human
being recognized the sheep by its bleating; this was a grasped sign on the
occasion of which the soul distinctly recalled to awareness an idea. What else
isthatbutaword? And whatis the whole of human languagebuta collection
of such words? So even if the human being never reached the situation of
conveying this idea to another creature, and hence of wanting or being
able to bleat forth this characteristic mark of taking-awareness to it with
hislips, still his soul has, so to speak, bleated internally when it chose this
sound as a sign for remembering, and bleated again when it recognized
the sheep*? by it. Language is invented! Invented just as naturally, and as
necessarily for the human being, as the human being was a human being.
Most people who have written about the origin of language have not
soughtitin the sole place where it could be found, and consequently
many have had numerous obscure doubts floating before their minds
aboutwhetheritwastobe found anywhere in the human soul. People
havesoughtitinthebetterarticulation ofthe instruments oflanguage -
asthoughanorangutanwithpreciselythoseinstrumentswouldeverhave
invented language! People have sought it in the sounds of passion - as though
all animals did not possess these sounds, and any animal had invented
language from them! People have assumed a principle of the imitation of
nature and hence also of nature’s sounds - as though anything could be
meant by such a blind inclination, and as though the ape with precisely
thisinclination, or the blackbird whichis sogood ataping sounds, had
invented a language! Finally, the greatest number have assumed a mere
convention, an agreement - and Rousseau is the one who has spoken against
this most strongly; for indeed, what sort of obscure, tangled expression
# The phrase “determination to which it was destined” translates the single word Bestimmung
which could here mean any or all of the following: (1) destiny, (2) determining (of the sound as a
“distinguishing sign”), (3) determination/property. A simpler solution might be to read Besinnung

from a with Suphan: “thanks to this taking-awareness.”
# Reading es for ihn.
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is this, a natural agreement concerning language? These so numerous,
unbearable falsehoods which have been stated about the human origin
of language have in the end made the opposite opinion almost universal.
But I hope that it will not remain so. Here it is no organization of the
mouth which produces language, for even the person who was dumb all
hislife, ifhe wasahuman being, ifhe took awareness, had language in
his soul! Here it is no cry of sensation, for no breathing machine but a
creature taking awareness invented language! Noprinciple ofimitation in
the soul; the imitation of nature, if it occurs, is merely a means to the one
and only purpose which is supposed to be explained here. Least of all
isitcommon-understanding, arbitrary societal convention; the savage, the
solitary in the forest, would necessarily have invented language for himself
evenifhe had neverspokenit. Language wasthe common-understanding
of his soul with itself, and a common-understanding as necessary as the
human being was human being.*® If others found it unintelligible how a
human soul was able to inventlanguage, then itis unintelligible to me how
a human soul was able to be what it is without precisely thereby, already
even in the absence of a mouth and society, inevitably inventing language
for itself.

Nothing will unfold this origin more distinctly than the objections
of the opponents. The most thorough," the most detailed, defender of
the divine origin of language becomes, precisely because he penetrated
beneath the surface which the others only touch, almosta defender of
the true human origin. He stopped immediately at the edge of the proof,
and his main objection, merely explained a bit more correctly, becomes
an objection against himself and a proof of his [opinion’s] antithesis, the
human potential for language. He claims to have proved “that the use of
languageisnecessaryfortheuseofreason!” Ifhehad doneso,thenldo
not know what else would thereby be proved “than that since the use of
reasonisnatural tothe humanbeing, the use oflanguage would havetobe
so equally!” Unfortunately though, he has not proved his proposition. He
has merely demonstrated very laboriously that such many fine, interwoven
actions as attention, reflection, abstraction, etc. can not properly happen
without signs on which the soul relies; but this not properly, not easily,

" Siilmilch, op. cit,, sec. 2.

# Thissentenceisan example of Herder’suse of the rhetorical figure of brachylogy, or“shortening.”
Withoutbrachylogy the sentence would end somethinglike this: “asnecessaryasitwasnecessary
that the human being was a human being.”
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not probably does not yet exhaust anything. Just as we with few forces of
abstraction can think only alittle abstraction without sensuous signs, so
other beings can think more without them. At the leastit does not yet
followatall thatinitself noabstractionis possible withoutasensuous sign.
[ have proved that the use of reason is not merely not properly possible
withouta characteristic mark, butthat notthe leastuse of reason, not the
simplestdistinctacknowledgment, notthe simplestjudgmentofahuman
awareness is possible without a characteristic mark; for the difference
between two things can only ever be recognized through a third thing.
Preciselythisthird thing, thischaracteristicmark,consequentlybecomes
aninner characteristicword; hencelanguage follows quite naturally from
the first act of reason. — Mr. SiiBmilch claims to demonstratee that the
higher applications of reason could not occur without language, and for
this cites the words of IWolff, who, though, even of this case only speaks
in terms of probabilities. The case is actually irrelevant to the question,
forthe higher applications of reason, as they take place in the speculative
sciences, were of course not necessary for the first foundation stone of
language construction. - And yet even this easily proved proposition
is only explained by Mr. S., whereas I believe that I have proved that
even the first, lowest application of reason was not able to occur without
language. Butwhen he now infers thatno human being can have invented
language for himselfbecausereasonisalready required fortheinvention
oflanguage, sothatlanguage would have already had to be presentbefore
it was present, then I stop the eternal circle, consider it rightly, and now
it says something completely different: ratio et oratio!** If no reason was
possible for the humanbeing withoutlanguage, good!, thenthe invention
ofthelatterisasnatural,asold,asoriginal, as characteristic for the human
being as the use of the former.

[ have called Siilmilch’s manner of inference an eternal circle because
I can of course just as well turn it against him as he can against me -
and the thing revolves on and on. Withoutlanguage the human being
has no reason, and without reason no language. Without language and
reason he is incapable of any divine instruction, and yet without divine
instructionhe hasnoreasonandlanguage -where doweevergettohere?
How can the human being learn language through divine instruction if

°[bid., p. 52. [Suphan corrects this to: p. 49.]

4 Reason and speech.
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he hasnoreason? And of course he has not the slightest use of reason
withoutlanguage. So he is supposed to have language before he has it
and before he is able to have it? Or to be capable of becoming ratio-
nal without the slightest use of reason on his own part? In order to be
capable of the first syllable in the*® divine instruction, he of course had,
as Mr. SiiBmilch himself concedes, to be a human being, that is, to be
able to think distinctly, and with the first distinct thought language was
already presentinhissoul; henceitwasinvented fromhisownmeansand
not through*® divine instruction. -  know of course what people usually
have in mind with this divine instruction, namely, parents’ instruction
of their children in language. But let it be recalled that this is not the
case here at all. Parents never teach their children language without the
children constantly themselves inventing it as well; parents only draw
their children’s attention to distinctions in things by means of certain
verbal signs, and hence they do not, as might be supposed, substitute for
them language for the use of reason, but only facilitate and promote for
them the use of reason by means of language. If someone wants to as-
sume such a supernatural facilitation for other reasons, then thatis quite
irrelevant to my purpose; only in that case God has not atall invented
language for human beings, but these still had to find their language for
themselvesthrough the effect of their own forces, only under a higher
management. In order to be able to receive the first word as a word, that
is, as a characteristic sign of reason, even from God’s mouth, reason was
necessary; and the human being had to apply the same taking-awareness
in order to understand this word as aword as if he had originally thought
itup.So all the weapons of my opponent fight against himself; the human
beingneededtohavearealuseofreasoninordertolearndivinelanguage;
that is something a learning child always has too unless it should, like a
parrot, merely utter words without thoughts. But what sort of worthy
pupils of God would those be who learned in such a way? And if they
had alwayslearned in such away,whence would we have got our rational
language, then?

[ flatter myselfthatif myworthy opponentstilllived*” he would under-
stand that his objection, made somewhat more determinate, itself becomes
the strongest proofagainst him, and that he has hence in his book un-
wittingly himself gathered together materials for his own refutation. He

# Readingim forinwithSuphan. 46 B: and not mechanically through.
47 Siifmilch died in 1767.
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would not hide behind the expression “ability for reason, which, though,
isnotyetintheleastreason.” Forwhichever way one choosesto turn,
contradictionsarise! Arational creature withouttheleastuseofreason,or
a reason-using creature without language! A reasonless creature to which
instruction can give reason, or a creature capable of being instructed which
is however without reason! A being which is without the slightest use of
reason-andyetahumanbeing! Abeingwhich could notuseitsreason
fromnaturalforcesandyetlearnedtouseitnaturally through supernatu-
ral instruction! A human language which was not human at all, i.e. which
was unable to arise through any human force,and alanguage which s
rather so human that without it none of the human being’s actual forces
can express itself! A thing without which he was not a human being, and
yeta condition in which he was ahuman being and did not have the thing,
which thing was therefore present before it was present, had to express
itself before it could express itself, etc. All these contradictions are obvi-
ous when human being, reason, and language are taken as the real things
that they are, and the ghost of a word ‘ability’ (‘human ability,’ ‘ability for
reason,’ ‘linguistic ability’) is unmasked in its nonsensicality.
“Butthose savage human children among the bears, did they have lan-
guage? And were they not human beings?”? Certainly! Only, first ofall,
human beings in an unnatural condition! Human beings in degenera-
tion! Putthe stone on this plant; will itnot grow crooked? And isitnot
nevertheless in its nature an upwards-growing plant? And did this force
for straight growth not expressitselfeven in the case where the plant
entwined itself crookedly around the stone? Hence, second, even the pos-
sibility of this degeneration reveals human nature. Precisely because the
human being has no such compelling instincts as the animals, because
heis capable of so many kinds of things and is more weakly capable of
everything - in short, because he is ahuman being, was he able to de-
generate. Would he, then, have learned to roar in such a bearlike way,
and to creep in such a bearlike way if he had not had flexible organs,
if he had not had flexible limbs? Would any other animal, an ape or a
donkey, have got so far? So did his human nature not really contribute to
the factthathe was able tobecome so unnatural? But third, given such

a situation,*® this human nature still remained human nature. For did
P SiiBmilch, p. 47.

48 The phrase “given such a situation” tries to capture two senses between which deswegen hovers
here: (1) therefore, (2) despite this.
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he roar, creep, feed, scent completely like a bear? Or would he not have
eternally remained a stumbling, stammering human-bear, and hence an
imperfect double-creature? Actually, as little as his skin and his face, his
feetand histongue, were able to change and turn into a complete bear
form, just as little - let us never doubt it! - was the nature of his soul
abletodoso.Hisreasonlay buried under the pressure of sensuality, of
bearlike instincts, but it was still human reason, because those instincts
were never completely bearish. And that this is how things were isindeed
shown, finally, by the development of the whole scene. When the ob-
stacles were rolled away, when these bear-humans had returned to their
species, did they notlearn to walk upright and to speak morenaturally
than they had - ever unnaturally - formerly learned to creep and to roar?
The latter they were only ever able to do in a bearlike way; the former
they learned in less time quite humanly. Which of their former fraternal
companions in the forest learned this with them? And because no bear
was able to learn it, because none possessed the disposition of body and
soul for this, must it not have been the case that the human-bear had still
preserved this disposition in the condition of his degeneration into sav-
agery? If mere instruction and habituation had given this disposition to
him, whynottothebear? And then what would itmeanto givereasonand
humanity to someone throughinstructionwhenhe doesnotalready have
them? Presumably in that case this needle has given the power of sight
to the eye from which it removes cataracts... Whatever, then, would we
wanttoinferabout nature fromthe mostunnatural of cases? Butif we
confess thatitisanunnatural case - fine!, then it confirms nature!*°
The whole Rousseauian hypothesis of the inequality of human beings
is, famously, built on such cases of degeneration, and his doubts against
the human character of language concern either false sorts of origins
or the difficulty earlier touched on that the invention of language would
already have required reason. In the first case his doubts are right; in the
second they are refuted, and indeed can be refuted out of Rousseau’s own
mouth. His phantom, the natural human being - this degenerate creature
which he on the one hand fobs off with the ability for reason, on the other
hand gets invested with perfectibility, and indeed with perfectibility as a
distinctive character trait, and indeed with perfectibility in such a high

49 B continues the sentence: nature, and through its deviation points to the human possibility of
language in a better condition.
50 B: hence concern.
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degree that thanks to it this natural human being can learn from all the
species of animals. And now what has Rousseau not>! conceded to this
natural human being! [He has conceded] more than we want and need!
The firstthought - “Behold! Thatis something peculiar to the animal!
The wolfhowls! The bear roars!” - this is already (thought in such a light
thatitcould combine with the second thought, “Thatis somethingIdo
nothave!”) actual reflection. And now the third and fourth thoughts -
“Fine! That would also accord with my nature! I could imitate that! |
want to imitate that! Thereby my species will become more perfect!” -
whatamassoffine,inferentiallyconnectedreflections!,sincethecreature
that was able to consider only the first of these necessarily already had a
language of the soul!, already>? possessed the art of thinking which created
the art of speaking. The ape always apes, but it has never imitated: never
said to itself with awareness, “I want to imitate that in order to make
my species more perfect!” For if it had ever done that, if it had made
a single imitation its own, made it eternal in its species by choice and
intention, if it had been able to think even just a single time a single such
reflection... then at that very moment it was no longer an ape! Forall its
ape form, even withouta sound of its tongue, it was an inwardly speaking
humanbeing,>>whowasboundtoinventhisoutwardlanguage for himself
sooner or later. But what orangutan has ever, with all its human language
instruments, spoken a single human word?>*

Tobe sure, there are still negro-brothers in Europe who simply say,
“Perhaps so - if only the orangutan wanted to speak! - or found itself
in the right circumstances!>> - or could!” Could! - that would no doubt
be the best formulation; for the two preceding ifs are sufficiently refuted
bythehistory ofanimals,and,as mentioned, the abilityisnotimpeded
in this animal’s case by the instruments.>® It has a head which is like ours
both outside and inside, but has it ever spoken? Parrot and starling have
learned enough humansounds,buthavetheyalso thoughtahumanword?
Quite generally, the outer sounds of words are not yet of any concern to
us here; we are talking about the inner, necessary genesis ofa word, as the
characteristic mark of a distinct taking-awareness. But when has an animal

51 B:nothereby.  >2B:inthatitalready. >3 B:inwardly a speaking humanbeing.

54 B substitutes “human-like” for “human” both times in thissentence.

55 Reading Umstdnde with Suphan.

56 Footnote added by Herder in the B edition of 1789: “It is clear from Camper’s dissection of the
orangutan (see his translated short writings [i.e. Sammtliche kleine Schriften, 1785]) that this claim
istoobold; however, formerly, whenIwrote this,itwasthe common opinion ofanatomists.”
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species ever, in whatever way, expressed that? This thread of thoughts,
thisdiscourse of the soul, would still have to be capable of being followed,
however it might express itself. But who has ever done that? The fox has
acted a thousand times in the way that Aesop makes it act, but it has
never acted with the meaning attributed to it by Aesop, and the first time
thatitis capable of doing so, Master Fox will invent his own language for
himselfandbeabletomakeupfablesaboutAesopjustasAesopnowmakes
them up about him. The dog has learned to understand many words and
commands, however not as words but as signs associated with gestures,
withactions;ifitwereevertounderstandasinglewordinthehumansense,
thenitnolongerserves, it createsforitselfartand republicand language.
Onecanseethatifone once missesthe exactpointofgenesis,thenthefield
for error on both sides is immeasurably large! - then language becomes
nowsosuperhumanthatGodhastoinventit,nowsoinhumanthatany
animal couldinventitifitgaveitselfthetrouble.Thegoal oftruthisonly
apoint! But, set down on it, we see on all sides: why no animal can invent
language, why no God must®’ inventlanguage, and why the human being
as a human being can and must inventlanguage.

I do not want to pursue the hypothesis of the divine origin of language
anyfurtheronametaphysicalbasis, foritsgroundlessnessisclearpsycho-
logicallyfromthe factthatin ordertounderstand thelanguage ofthe gods
on Olympusthehumanbeing mustalready havereasonand consequently
mustalready havelanguage. Stillless canlindulge in a pleasant detail-
ing of the animal languages, for, as we have seen, it turns out that they
all stand completely and incommensurably apart from human language.
WhatlIrenounceleast happily here are the many sorts of prospects which
would lead from this point of the genesis of language in the human soul
into the broad fields of Logic, Aesthetics, and Psychology, especially con-
cerning the question, How far can one think without language, what must
one think with language?, a question which subsequently spreads itself in
itsapplications overalmostall the sciences. Let it suffice here to note that
language is the real differentia of our species from without, as reason is
from within.

In more than one language word and reason, concept and word, language
and originating cause [Ursache], consequently also share one name,*® and
this synonymy contains its whole genetic origin. With the Easterners it

57 Orpossibly:may.  °8 E.g. Greek, in which the word logos can bear all these meanings.
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became the most everyday idiom to call the acknowledgment of a thing
name-giving, for in the bottom of the soul both actions are one. They
call the human being the speaking animal, and the nonrational animals
the dumb — the expression characterizes them sensuously, and the Greek
word alogos®® comprises both things.=® In this way language becomes a
natural organ of the understanding,a sense of the human soul, justas the force
of vision of that sensitive soul of the ancients builds for itself the eye, and
the instinct of the bee builds for itself itscell.

[It is] excellent that this new, self-made sense belonging to the mind
is immediately in its origin a means of connection in its turn.t® | cannot
think the first human thought, cannot set up the first aware judgmentin a
sequence, without engaging in dialogue, or striving to engage in dialogue,
in my soul.¢ Hence the first human thought by its very nature prepares
one to be able to engage in dialogue with others! The first characteristic
markthatlgraspisacharacteristicwordformeandacommunication word
for others!

— Sic verba, quibus voces sensusgue notarent
Nominaque invenere —** Horace

Third section

The focal point at which Prometheus’s heavenly spark catches fire in
the human soul has been determined. With the first characteristic mark
language arose. But which were the first characteristic marks to serve as
elements of language?

I. Sounds

Cheselden’s blind mana shows how slowly sight develops; with what dif-
ficulty the soul arrives at the concepts of space, shape, and color; how

9 Philosophical Transactions [of the Royal Society of London, no. 3e9¢, e1:€€] — Abridgement. Also in
Cheselden’s Anatomy, in Smith-Kdstner’s Optics, in Buffon’s Natural History, the Encyclopedia,
and ten small French dictionaries under aveugle.

€E alogos: without speech, without reason.

€83 B substitutes for “and .. al0gos .. .” “the ... 2l0g0s t00 v .”

€& B: is and must be in its origin a means of connection in its turn!

€ A Platonic doctrine. See Theaetetus, el£Ee ff.

& Thus did they invent words and names with which to mark sounds and meanings.
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many attempts must be made, how much geometry must be acquired, in
order to use these characteristic marks distinctly. This was not therefore
the most suitable sense for language. In addition, its phenomena were so
cold and dumb, and the sensations of the cruder senses in their turn so
indistinct and mixed up, that according to all nature either nothing or the
ear became the first teacher of language.

There, for example, is the sheep. As an image it hovers before the eye
with all objects, images, and colors on a single great nature picture. How
much to distinguish, and with what effort! All characteristic marks are
finely interwoven, beside each other — all still inexpressible! Who can
speak shapes? Who can sound colors? He® takes the sheep under his
groping hand. Feeling is surer and fuller — but so full, so obscurely mixed
up. Who can say what he feels? But listen! The sheep bleats! There a
characteristic mark of itself tears itself free from the canvas of the color
picture in which so little could be distinguished — has penetrated deeply
and distinctly into the soul. “Aha!” says the learning child-without-any-
say [Unmiindige], like that formerly blind man of Cheselden’s, “Now I will
know you again. You bleat!” The turtle-dove coos! The dog barks! There
are three words, because he tried out three distinct ideas — these ideas
for his logic, those words for his vocabulary! Reason and language took
a timid step together, and nature came to meet them half-way through
hearing. Nature sounded the characteristic mark not only forth but deep
into the soul! Itrang out! The soul laid hold—and there it has a resounding
word!

The human being is therefore, as a listening, noting creature, naturally
formed for language, and even a blind and dumb man, one sees, would
inevitably® invent language, if only he is not without feeling and deaf.
Put him comfortably and contentedly on alonely island; nature will reveal
itself to him through his ear, a thousand creatures which he cannot see
will nonetheless seem to speak with him, and even if his mouth and his
eye remained forever closed, his soul does not remain entirely without
language. When the leaves of the tree rustle down coolness for the poor
lonely one, when the stream that murmurs past rocks him to sleep, and
the west wind whistling in fans his cheeks — the bleating sheep gives him
milk, the trickling spring water, the rustling tree fruit — interest enough
to know these beneficent beings, urgent cause enough, without eyes and

& B:The humanbeing. Reading with Suphan mii3te.
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tongue, to name them in his soul. The tree will be called the rustler, the
west wind the whistler, the spring the trickler. A small vocabulary lies
ready there, and awaits the speech organs’ minting. How impoverished
and strange, though, would have to be the representations which this
mutilated person associates with such sounds!r

Now setall of the humanbeing’s senses free, lethim simultaneously see
and touch and feel all the beings which speak into his ear. Heaven! What a
classroom of ideas and language! Bring no Mercury or Apollo down from
the clouds as operatic dei ex machina; all of many-sounded, divine nature
islanguage mistressand Muse! There she leads all creatures past him; each
bears its name on its tongue, and names itself to this enshrouded, visible
god! as his vassal and servant. It delivers unto him its characteristic word
into the book of his governance like a tribute, that he may remember it by
thisname, call itin future, and enjoy it. lask whether this truth—“Precisely
the understanding, through which the human being rules over nature,
was the father of a living language, which it abstracted for itself from the
sounds of resounding beings as characteristic marks for distinguishing!” —
whether this dry truth® can ever be expressed more nobly and beautifully
in an Eastern way than [in the words]: “God led the animals to him
that he might see how he should name them! And however he would
name them, thus were they to be called!”* Where can it be said more
definitely in an Eastern, poetic way: the human being invented language
for himself! — from the sounds of living nature! — to be characteristic
marks of his governing understanding! And that is what | prove.

If an angel or heavenly spirit had invented language, how could it
be otherwise than that language’s whole structure would have to be an
offprint of this spirit’s manner of thought? For by what else could |
recognize a picture that an angel had painted than by the angelic quality,
the supernatural quality of its traits? But where does that happen in the
case of our language? Structure and layout, yes, even the first foundation
stone of this palace, betrays humanity!

' Diderothardlycametothiscentral material inhiswhole letter Surlessourdset muets[i.e. Lettresur
les sourds et muets al’usage de ceux qui entendent et qui parlent [Letter on the Deaf and Dumb for the
Useof Thosewho Hear and Speak], e1€:€:e1],since he only stopstodiscussinversionsandahundred
other minor matters. [The B edition is more complimentary here: Diderot’s letter is “instructive”
and instead of “minor matters” he discusses “subtleties.”]

€ «... whetherthistruth... whetherthis... truth” isan example of the rhetorical figure of anadiplo-
) sis, or “doubling,” which Herder uses fairly often.
& Genesis e:elE.
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Philosophy of Language

In what language are heavenly, spiritual concepts the first ones? Those
concepts which would also have®® to be the first according to the order
of our thinking spirit — subjects, notiones communes,*t the seeds of our
cognition, the points about which everything turns and [to which] every-
thing leads back —are these living points not elements of language? After
all, the subjectswould naturally have®®® to have come before the predicate,
and the simplest subjects before the compound ones, that which does
and acts before what it does, the essential and certain before the uncer-
tain contingent... Yes, what all could one not infer, and — in our original
languages the clear opposite happens throughout. A hearing, listening
creature is recognizable but no heavenly spirit, for resounding verbs are

the first ruling elements.*' Resounding verbs? Actions, and still nothing
which acts there? Predicates, and still no subject? The heavenly genius
may need to be ashamed of that, but not the sensuous, human creature,
for what moved the latter — as we have seen — more deeply than these
resounding actions? And hence what else is language’s whole manner of
construction than a mode of development of this creature’s spirit, a his-
tory of its discoveries? The divine origin explains nothing and lets nothing
be explained from it; it is, as Bacon says of another subject, a holy Vestal
Virgin — consecrated to God but barren, pious but useless!*&

The first vocabulary was therefore collected from the sounds of the
whole world. From each resounding being its name rang out, the human
soul impressed its image on them, thought of them as characteristic signs.
How could it be otherwise than thatthese resounding interjections became
the first?®* And so it is that, for example, the Eastern languages are full
of verbs as basic roots of language. The thought of the thing itself still
hovered between the agent and the action. The sound had to designate
the thing, just as the thing gave the sound. Hence from the verbs arose
nouns, and not from the nouns verbs.*3 The child names the sheep not
as a sheep but as a bleating creature, and hence makes the interjection
into a verb. This matter becomes explicable in the context of the steps of
development of human sensuality, but not in the context of the logic of
the higher spirit.

€ Reading with Suphan miiRiten. ¢ Common concepts. ¥ Reading with Suphan miil3ten.

&€ B: ruling elements of the oldest languages.

€& B adds here: The human origin explains everything and hence very much.

€3 B: the first vivid words [Machtworte] of language.

€3 Reading with Suphan for und Nomina aus den Verbisinstead und nicht Verba aus den Nominibus.
Suphan gives a compelling explanation from the manuscripts of how the corruption arose.
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Treatise on the Origin of Language

All old, savage languages are full of this origin, and in a “philosophical
dictionary of the Easterners” each stem-word with its family, properly
presented and soundly developed, would be a map of the course of the
human spirit, a history of its development, and a whole such dictionary
would be the most excellent proof of the human soul’s art of invention.
But also of God’s linguistic and pedagogical method? | doubt it!

Since the whole of nature resounds, there is nothing more natural for a
sensuous human being than that it lives, it speaks, it acts. That savage saw
the high tree with its splendid crown and admired.&& The crown rustled!
That is the work of divinity! The savage falls down and prays to it!&¢
Behold there the history of the sensuous human being, the obscure link,
how nouns arise from theverbs —and = the easiest step to abstraction! With the
savagesof North America, forexample, everythingisstill alive: each thing
has its genius, its spirit. And that it was just the same with the Greeks
and the Easterners is shown by®¢ their oldest vocabulary and grammar —
they are, as the whole of nature was to the inventor, a pantheon!, a realm
of living, acting beings!

But because the human being related everything to himself, because
everything seemed to speak with him, and really acted for or against him,
because he consequently took sides with or against it, loved or hated
it, and imagined everything to be human, all these traces of humanity
impressed®E themselves into the first names as well! They too expressed
love or hate, curse or blessing, softness or opposition, and especially there arose
fromthisfeelinginsomanylanguages thearticles! Hereeverythingbecame
human, personified into woman or man — everywhere gods; goddesses;
acting, wicked or good, beings!; the roaring storm and the sweet zephyr;
the clear spring and the mighty ocean — their whole mythology lies in
the mines, the verbs and nouns, of the ancient languages, and the oldest
vocabulary was as much a resounding pantheon, a meeting hall of both
genders, as nature was to the senses of the first inventor. Here the language
of those ancient savages is a study in the strayings of human imagination
and passions, like their mythology. Each family of words is an overgrown
bush around a sensuous main idea, around a holy oak on which there are
still traces of the impression that the inventor had of this Dryad. The
feelings are woven together for him; what moves lives; what resounds

€& B: admired it. €€ B: “That,” he said, “is the work of divinity!” He fell down and prayed to it.
€€ B: and simultaneously. & Reading zeigt for zeugt. % Reading with Suphan driickten.
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Philosophy of Language

speaks — and since it resounds for you or against you, it is friend or
enemy; god or goddess; it acts from passions, like you!

A human, sensuous creature iswhat | love when | reflect on this manner
ofthought: I see everywhere the weak and timid sensitive person who must
love or hate, trust or fear, and would like to spread these sensations from
his own breast over all beings. | see everywhere the weak and yet mighty
creature which needs the whole universe and entangles everything into
war or peace with itself, which depends on everything and yet rules over
everything. — The poetry and the gender-creation of language are hence
humanity’s interest, and the genitals of speech, so to speak, the means of
its reproduction.®® But now, if a higher genius brought language down out
of the stars, how is this? Did this genius out of the stars become entangled
on our earth under the moon in such passions of love and weakness, of
hate and fear, that he wove everything into liking and hate, that he marked
all words with fear and joy, that he, finally, constructed everything on the
basis of gender pairings? Did he see and feel as a human being sees, so that
the nouns had to pair off into genders and articles for him, so that he put
the verbs together in the active and the passive, accorded them so many
legitimate and illegitimate children — in short, so that he constructed the
whole language on the basis of the feeling of human weaknesses? Did he
see and feel in thisway?

To a defender of the supernatural origin [of language] it is divine
ordering of language “that most stem-words have one syllable, verbs are
mostly oftwosyllables, and hence language isarranged inaccordance with
the measure of memory.”*®' The fact is inexact and the inference unsure.
In the remains of the language which is accepted as being most ancient
the roots are all*¢ verbs of two syllables, which fact, now, | can explain
very well from what | said above, whereas the opposite hypothesis finds
no support. These verbs, namely, are immediately built on the sounds and
interjections of resounding nature —which often still resound in them, and
are here and there even still preserved in them as interjections; but for the
most part, as semi-unarticulated sounds, they were inevitably lost when the
language developed. Hence in the Eastern languages these first attempts
of the stammering tongue are absent; but the fact that they are absent,
and that only their regular remains resound in the verbs, precisely this
testifies® to the originality and... the humanity of language. Are these

® B: of its arising. ¢ S{iRmilch, Versuch eines Beweises, p. €e.
£ B replaces “all” with “usually.” ' Reading zeugt von for zeigt von.
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Treatise on the Origin of Language

stems treasures and abstractions from God’s understanding, or rather the
first sounds of the listening ear, the first noises of the stammering tongue?
Forof course the human species inits childhood formed for itself precisely
the language which a child-without-any-say stammers; it is the babbling
vocabulary of the wet-nurse’s quarters — but where does that remain in
the mouths of adults?

The thing that so many ancients say, and so many moderns have re-
peated without sense, wins fromthis its sensuous life, namely, “that poetry
was older than prose! ” For what was this first language but a collection
of elements of poetry? Imitation of resounding, acting, stirring nature!
Taken from the interjections of all beings and enlivened by the interjec-
tion of human sensation! The natural language of all creatures poetized
by the understanding into sounds, into®3 images of action, of passion,
and of living effect! A vocabulary of the soul which is simultaneously a
mythology and awonderful epic of the actions and speakings of all beings!
Hence a constant poetic creation of fable with passion and interest! What
else is poetry?

In addition. The tradition of antiquity says: the first language of the
human species was song. And many good, musical people have believed that
human beings could well have learned this song from the birds. That is,
it must be admitted, a lot to swallow! A great, heavy clock with all its
sharp wheels and newly stretched springs and hundredweight weights
can to be sure produce a carillon of tones. But to set forth the newly
created human being, with his driving motives, with his needs, with his
strong sensations, with his almost blindly preoccupied attention, and
finally with his primitive throat, so that he might ape the nightingale,
and from the nightingale sing himself a language, is — however many
histories of music and poetry it may be asserted in — unintelligible to me.
Tobe sure, alanguage through musical tones would be possible (however
Leibnizs arrived at this idea!). But for the first natural human beings this
language was not possible, so artificial and fine is it. In the chain of beings
each thing has its voice and a language in accordance with its voice. The
language of love is sweet song in the nest of the nightingale, asitisroaring
in the cave of the lion; in the deer’s forest it is troating lust, and in the
cat’s den a caterwaul. Each species speaks its own language of love, not

S Oeuvres philosophiques, publiées par Raspe [Philosophical Works, edited by Raspe], p. g€e.

£ B: personified into.
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for the human being but for itself, and for itself as pleasantly as Petrarch’s
song to his Laura! Hence as little as the nightingale sings in order to sing
as an example for human beings, the way people imagine, justas little will
the human being ever want to invent language for himself by trilling in
imitation of the nightingale. And then really, what sort of monster is this:
a human nightingale in a cave or in the game forest?

Soifthefirsthumanlanguage wassong, itwas songwhichwasas natural
to the human being, as appropriate to his organs and natural drives, as
the nightingale’s song was natural to the nightingale, a creature which is,
so to speak, a hovering lung — and that was ... precisely our resounding
language. Condillac, Rousseau, and others were half® on the right track
here in that they derive the meter and song of the oldest languages from
the cry of sensation —and without doubt sensation did indeed enliven the
first sounds and elevate them. But since from the mere sounds of sensation
human language could never have arisen, though this song certainly was
such a language, something more is still needed in order to produce this
song — and that was precisely the naming of each creature in accordance
with its own language. So there sang and resounded the whole of nature as
anexample, and the human being’s song was a concerto of all these voices,
to the extent that his understanding needed them, his sensation grasped
them, his organs were able to express them. Song was born, but neither
anightingale’s song nor Leibniz’s musical language nor a mere animals’
cry of sensation: an expression of the language of all creatures within the
natural scale of the human voice!

Even when language later became more regular, monotonous, and reg-
imented [ gereiht], it still remained a species of song, as the accents of so
many savages bear witness; and that the oldest poetry and music arose
fromthis song, subsequently made nobler and finer, has now already been
proved by more than one person. The philosophical Englishmant who in
our century tackled this origin of poetry and music could have got furthest
If he had not excluded the spirit of language from his investigation and
had aimed less at his system of confining poetry and music to a single
point of unification — in which neither of them can show itself in its true
light —than at the origination of both from the whole nature of the human

t Brown. [J. Brown (elg:ei€:—£€), author of A Dissertation on the Rise, Union, Power, the Progressions,
Separations, and Corruptions, of Poetry and Music (€1€:€3!).]

€ B: very much.
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being. In general, because the best pieces of ancient poetry are remains
from these language-singing times, the misconceptions, misappropria-
tions, and misguided errors of taste that have been spelled forth® from
the course of the most ancient poems, of the Greek tragedies, and of the
Greek orations are quite countless. How much could still be said here by
a philosopher who had learned among the savages, where this age still
lives, the tone in which to read these pieces! Otherwise, and usually, peo-
ple only ever see the weave of the back of the carpet!, disjecti membra
poetae!®® But | would lose myself in an immeasurable field if | were to go
into individual observations about language — so back to the first path of
the invention of language!

X

How words arose from sounds minted into characteristic marks by the un-
derstandingwasvery intelligible, butnotall objects make sounds. Whence,
then, characteristic words for these [other] objects for the soul to name
them with? Whence the human being’s art of turning something that is
not noise into noise? What does color, roundness have in common with
the name which arises fromi it just as** the name ‘bleating’ arises from the
sheep? The defenders of the supernatural origin [of language] immedi-
ately have a solution here: “[ This happens] by arbitrary volition! Who can
comprehend, and investigate in God’s understanding, why green is called
‘green’ and not ‘blue’? Clearly, that is the way he wanted it!”” And thus the
thread [of inquiry] is cut off! All philosophy about the art of inventing
language thus hovers arbitrarily-voluntarily in the clouds, and for us each
word is a qualitas occulta,* something arbitrarily willed! Only it may not
be taken ill that in this case | do not understand the term ‘arbitrarily
willed.” To invent a language out of one’s brain by arbitrary volition and
without any ground of choice is, at least for a human soul, which wants
to have a ground, even if only a single ground, for everything, as much
a torture as it is for the body to have itself tickled to death. Moreover,
in the case of a primitive, sensuous natural human being whose forces
are not yet fine enough to play aiming at what is useless, who, in his lack
of practice and his strength, does nothing without a pressing cause, and
wants to do nothing in vain, the invention of a language out of insipid,
empty arbitrary volition is opposed to the whole analogy of his nature.

EE B: the misconceptions that have been spelled forth under the name of errors of taste ...
£ Limbs of the mutilated poet. ¥ B: just as naturally as. ¥ Hidden quality.
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Language and Attention

Herder onBesonnenheit

Herder’s Two Languages: Sensation
and Reflection

Inmyinterpretation of Herder’s Treatise, the language of sensations and “ar-
tilcial” human language are contradictory, much like Herder’s two !gures of
Philoctetes —that is, not at all, or at least only on the face of it. Just as the crying
Philoctetesandthesilent Philoctetes are not mere opposites butbespeaka com-
posite, so too, the two languages are not plainly distinct or separate,and de!-
nitely not mutually exclusive. Justas understanding Philoctetes means bearing
in mind the two versions, his cry as well as his silence, so too in order to under-
stand Herder’s philosophy of language it is never enough to merely study the
second part of the Treatise, which explicitly discusses human language. There is
nosilencingofthecryifthereisno cry; thereisnoabstract, reflective human
expression, ifitwere not for theimmediate animal howl of painaccompanied by
immediate sympathy. Languageis “already” (schon) there from the start.
Before delving into the second part of the Treatise in which Herder treats
humanlanguage, Iwouldlike to discussbriefly the relationship between the two
languages. When Herder describes the development of human language, his ar-
gument takes a clearly anthropological tone: “arti!cial language,” as he calls it,
orlanguage founded on arbitrary signs “dries out the river of feeling” to replace
the original language of expressive immediacy. Herder a&ributes this arti!ci-
ality to what he calls the “civilized (biirgerliche) manner of life,” which, having
replaced thelanguage ofnature, bringsaboutacritical change thathas“dammed,
dried out, and drained o’ the flood and sea of passions” (Treatise 66 /AS 698-
699). WhatHerder sees as the overcoming of emotion, speci!cally pain, with
the emergence of human language, is thus structured as suppression more than
alleviation. This suppression, however, is not complete. Herder repeatedly uses
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violent expressions to describe the diverse ways in which the primordial, a’ec-
tive language of sensations continues to appear and reappear in di’erent guises
to remind us of the hidden origin of reflective human language.! He speci!cally
chooses expressions referring to the capacity of human language to neutralize
the “sea of passions,” the impetuous storms of feeling and the sudden inunda-
tion of emotions —all of which reassume their rights from the depths of original
humanlanguage and continue to resound within their “mother tongue” through
emphases (Akzente) and intonations: “The sudden accession ofjoy or happi-
ness,painand misery whenthey digdeep furrowsintothe soul,anoverpowering
feeling of revenge, despair, fury, fright, horror, etc.—all announce themselves,
and each one di’erently according to its kind” (Treatise 67 /AS 699). Herder
claims, thus, that the original language poses a continual challenge to human
language but cannot wholly overpower it.

Another consequence of the formative engagement between the natural lan-
guage of sensations and human language is that, to quote Herder in Fragments,
the more exact language becomes, the more reduced is its emotional richness
(Fragments 33). Herder’s principal concern here is not merely the decline of the
expressive quality oflanguagebuttheradicaldilution ofthe fundamentalhuman
capacity to sympathize with the pain of others: when deprived of the immediacy
of expression, human language also loses its moral infrastructure (so central
tothe Irst pages ofthe Treatise). In making this claim, however, Herderin fact
suggests a much broader contention: language not merely represents an inner
world of emotions and feelings that mysteriously exists prior to its linguistic
expression, but rather it constitutes the very essence of that internal universe.
There can, consequently, be no categorical separation between the linguistic
capacities and the emotional and moral aptitude.

Herder’saccount ofhuman language in the second partofthe Treatiseisin
this sense an argument pertaining to the nature of human beings as such. The
two issues, language and humanity, are not only inherently linked; for Herder,
they are one and the same thing. This is why in describing the transition from
the originallanguage of sensationsinto human, reflective language, Herder does
not focus merely on a di’erentiation between the two languages, or on the ways
in which the animal, sensual language of immediacy is inadequate for humans
insofar as the la&er are social animals (such an approach would be similar to
Rousseau or Condillac). Herder approaches the problem of language from an
entirely di’erent perspective, 0’ering an account of the essence of the human
being. Whereas the !rst part of the text begins with the words “Schon als Tier”
(already as an animal), the second part is dominated by di’erent versions of the
phrase “als der Mensch ein Mensch war” (when the human being was a human
being): “The invention oflanguage is hence as natural for him asis his being
a human being!” [Er'ndung der Sprache ist ihm also so natiirlich, als er ein
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Mensch ist!] (Treatise 87 /AS 722).? However, notwithstanding Herder’s em-
phatic denunciation of positions arguing for the language of sensations as the
origin of human language, and in spite of the more pro-Enlightenment position
which we might expect, Herder’sargument boldly implies that human language
isnotestablished by reason orthe power of abstractthought; itdoesnotcometo
satisfy a communicative or social need, or function as a means to represent and
transmit any form of propositional content. Human language is also not some
external characteristic or element added on to the original human animal; it is
not about the physics of the human mouth or the ability to produce articulate
sounds; it is nota mere animal cry of sensations and also does not amount to an
imitation of natural sounds. Least of all, Herder argues, is language a communal
understanding (Einverstandnis) or arbitrary convention (Treatise 90/AS 725).

Instead, according to Herder, language is the way in which the human being
orients himselfinthe world, positioning himself by way of an act of simulta-
neous di’erentiation and relation. Language marks how humankind comes to
be in tune with the world, 'nds itself in it. Man's !rst word is, therefore, nei-
ther communicative nor referential but expresses arelationship with the world
(andnotnecessarily with other human beings), so thatwith language, the world
comes to belong to the human being, to ma&er to it.* The human being Inds
himself, however, not only in relation to the world or his surroundings, but also
and more importantly in relation to himself. The appearance of both world and
self is !guredlinguistically.

Besonnenbeir. Awareness and Reflection

Herder names the singularly human characteristic that immediately also
becomes the essence of language Besonnenheit. This term, a combination of
intentionality, awareness, and reflection, is diOcult to render in English. For
Herder, Besonnenheit marks the distinctive disposition of the human being in
relationtothe animal, permi&ing the formertotranscend primitive, instinctive,
animal existence. Humans, contrary to animals, are creatures of awareness in
virtue of the “freely e’ective positive force” of their soul, with Besonnenheit as
an orientation and accommodation of all forces in a central direction (Treatise
85/AS 719). Nowhere does Herder provide an explanation for how this special
capacity comes about, yet he treats it as the factor de!ning the human being’s
nature and entity.* Herder can be criticized here in the same terms in which
he himself criticized Condillac: heassumes whathe setsoutto prove. Herder
introduces Besonnenheit following a lengthy discussion of the distinction be-
tween what he calls “the life sphere” (Kreis or life circle) of humans and of ani-
mals. This type of explanation bears out Herder’s keenness to distance himself
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from anaccountin which language is amere addition to the animal that will
then become a “speaking-animal.” Instead, Besonnenheit encapsulates the del-
icate shilin the con!guration of humans’ relation to the world, compared to
that of animals. This di’erence will become a manifestation of human linguistic
capabilities.

Thelife ofananimal is concentrated within the limited “life circle” into which
itis born and in which it dies. The only linguistic capacity it needs is immediate
expression (for instance, of pain or of pleasure). This function is directly shared
withthose members ofits own species thatinhabitthe same sphere: “The spider
weaveswiththeartofMinerva; butallitsartisalsowovenoutinthisnarrow
spinning-space; that is its world! How marvelous is the insect, and how narrow
the circle of this e’ect!” (Treatise 78/AS 712). The narrowness of the animal
world isnotpresented as alimitation or weakness on part of the animal. Herder
makes a point ofthe “marvelousness” of animals’ instinctive skills:

When in!nitely !ne senses are conlned to a small circle, to uniformity,
and the whole remaining world is nothing for them, how they must
penetrate! When forces of representation are con!ned to a small circle
and endowed with an analogous sensuality, whate’ect they must have!
And Inally, when senses and representations are directed at a single
point, what else can become of this but instinct? Hence these explain
the sensitivity, the abilities, and the drives of the animals according to
their kinds and levels. (Treatise 79/AS 713)

The narrower and more limited the animal’s circle (to the e’ect that “the whole
remaining world is nothing to them”), the more it manifests its mastery of that
circle.Itcontrolseverythingaboutit; its senses are sharp and activities accurate.
Herder describes this marvel by using terms such as “a&ention” and “focus.” The
force of the animal and its mastery of its environment renders it a creature to
which language is virtually unnecessary. The smaller its life sphere, the less lan-
guage it requires. Herder describes animal language as a “ruling instinct,” and
heobserves: “Howli&leitmustspeakinordertobeheard!” [Wie wenig darf
er sprechen, daf} er vernommen werde!] (Treatise 79/AS 714). Animals have,
hence, “li&le or no language” (Treatise 80/AS 714).5

This sets the scene for Herder’s introduction of human beings. However, the
human enters notasapowerful master of nature orruler ofthe natural hier-
archy (as is customary in eighteenth-century texts about language or society).
The human being appears as a weak, limited creature, very unlike the animal
with its extraordinarily focused, sharp mastery: “The human being has no such
uniformand narrow sphere where only asingle sort of workawaits him; aworld
ofoccupationsanddestiniessurrounds him. His sensesand organizationarenot
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sharpenedforasinglething; hehassensesforeverythingand hencenaturally for
each particular thing weaker and duller senses” [stumpfere Sinne] (Treatise 79/
AS 713). This is why humans are the weakest creatures: while they do not en-
tirely belong to any specilclife sphere they dominate an in!nite number of such
spheres. Humans therefore lack the perspicacity and determination of the life-
orientinginstincttypical ofanarrowandspecializedlife sphere. The consonance
between humanand nature maintained in the Irst pages of the Treatisefalls apart
at precisely this point: animals’ instincts, speci!cally constituted in relation to
their narrow life circles, have no parallel in human beings.

Herder treats animal language as inseparable from other animal skills and
drives; all are innate and immediately natural to the animal: “The bee hums
justasitsucks,thebirdsingsjustasitmakesanest” (Treatise80/AS714).The
human being, in contrast, possesses nothinglike such anaturallanguage, asitis
deprived of any instinctive drive; it is dumb, “merely set among animals, there-
fore,itisthemostorphaned child ofnature.Naked and bare, weakand needy,
timid and unarmed” (Treatise 80 /AS 714).6 Herder, however, is not satis'ed
with understanding human essence as a mere negation of the animal’s impres-
sive skill. The human being cannot only be a weak, dispersed creature. Herder
de!nesthe essence of the humanbeing notasaform of compensation forits
weakness, dispersion of forces, and lack of natural instincts; the human being,
for Herder,is never simply aweak animal working againstits shortcomings. The
nature of the human being has to be found elsewhere (Treatise 80-81/AS 715).

Herder delnes humans’ linguistic capabilities as emanating not from their
animal being butrather fromwhateveritis thatsetsthemapartashumans. This
di’erentiating feature, however, is not presented as an additional element ex-
ternaltohumans’instinctiveanimalbeingbutliesratherintheinherentdissimi-
larity between humans’ and animals’ relations with their surroundings. The crux
of this di’erence will turn out to be language. Herder begins the second section
of the Treatise with a statement seemingly aligned with the Enlightenment ap-
proach to the issue: “If the human being had animal senses, then he would have
noreason; forprecisely his senses’ strong susceptibility tostimulation, precisely
the representations mightily pressing on him through them, would inevitably

choke all cold awareness” [Besonnenheit] (Treatise 84 /AS 718-719). Herder
claims here that the characterization of the human being as rational is mutu-
ally exclusive with his de!nition as a sensing animal, since the animal’s extreme
sensitivity does not only clash with reason, but it also violently subjugates the
human being’s rational abilities by “choking” all possible awareness. This how-
ever is not where Herder’s argument ends. He continues as follows: “But con-
versely...itwasalsoinevitably the case that: Ifanimal sensuality and restriction
to a single point fell away, then a di’erent creature came into being, whose pos-

itive force expressed itself in a larger space, in accordance with ner organization,
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more clearly, and which, separated and free, not only cognizes, wills, and e’ects,
butalso knows thatit cognizes, wills, and e’ects. This creature is the human
being” (Treatise 84 /AS 719). Here we have a slightly di’erent formulation: the
human being is not categorically di’erent from the animal (as the beginning of
the Treatise clearly shows); its nature is constituted, rather, as di’erent from the
animal’s sensual, instinctive, narrow focus, embodying an alternative form of
perception and being in the world, a form that Herder describes as linguistic.
This marks the crucial turn in Herder’s argument. It is precisely from man’s
weakness and deprivation (relative to instinctual animals) that his greatest power
stems: human beings are the only creatures compelled to create language:” “The
invention of language is hence as natural for him as is his being a human being!”
(Treatise 87 /AS 722).8 With these claims, Herder distances himself from the
simple, expressive model of immediacy featuring in the Irst part of the Treatise
and replaces it with amore sophisticated, reflective structure in which humans,
bydintoftheirbeinghuman,bringtobeartheirlinguisticabilitiesin creatingand
expressing their unique relationship with their world. Herder’s Besonnenheit
is his way to explain how the human being compensates for his lack of animal
focus, specilcity, and sharpness of instinct. Besonnenheit’s special combination
ofawareness,a&ention,andreflectionallowsthe humanbeingtomastertheun-
imaginablevastnessofhislife sphere, his expansive, multifariousworld.
Herderrepeatedly stresses that “reason is no compartmentalized, separately
e’ective force,” and Besonnenheit is consequently not a separate force that is
added to the animal, turning itinto a human being. Rather, Besonnenheit is
an organization, orientation, and unfolding of all his other forces, abilities,
perceptions, and reason and the human being “must have it in the !rst condition
inwhichheisahuman being” (Treatise 85/AS719). Further on in the Treatise,
Herder returns to his discussion of human and animal, adding yet another fea-
ture to the comparison: while the bee was always the same bee and its singular
crals always and essentially remain the same, the human being, by contrast,
never stops becoming a human being. Besonnenheit turns the human soul into
a “force of steadily collecting,” continuously building and evolving. Thus the an-
imal has always been and will always be a consummate, accomplished creature,
whereas man is “never the whole human being; always in development, in pro-
gression, in process of perfection” (Treatise 130/AS 773).
Despitehisinclinationtode!nethehumanbeingbyturningawayfrom his
description of animal being, Herder does not fully dismiss the presence of orig-
inal language’s expressive elements in human language. He points out, instead,
how, in the framework of human language, they evolve through Besonnenheit.
What Herder presents hereisin factan organicmodel in which the reflexive
dimensions of language spring forth from their expressive origins. [f we go
back to the “classic” picture of the acute division between emotion and reason,
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Besonnenheit o’ers an alternative to this binary. Human language contains
emotive facets and needs not renounce them in order to evolve.’ More impor-
tant, applying this organic model, Herder in fact claims there is no inherent gap
between the two languages, even though the “origin” of language (ofa clearly af-
fective nature) ismanifestly divergent fromthe stage when itbecomes distinctly
human. Instead, Herder constructs a continuity between the two linguistic
forms through his use of Besonnenheit, which is revealed as a force orienting
the a’ective dimensions of language rather than substituting for them. Put dif-
ferently, the origin of human language is not transcended but remains strongly
present: original human-animal language is not replaced by a more advanced
instrument of expression butis reorganized and reoriented so as to establish as
well as manifestits human character.

Before I continue with a more elaborate interpretation of the Herder’s
Besonnenbheit, I would like to dedicate a few words to the similarity between
Herder’s theory and Wi&genstein’s later philosophy of language. Herder’s argu-
ment,thathumanlanguageisnottobeunderstoodasamereinstrumental, refer-
ential apparatus in which signs designate or refer to objects or states of a’airs, is
very close to Wi&genstein’s famous refutation of Augustine’s conception of lan-
guage. Quoting Augustine’s account of his experience of language acquisition,
Wi&gensteinremarks, “These words, it seems to me, give usa particular picture
ofthe essence of human language. Itis this: the words in language name objects,
and sentences are combinations of such names. In this picture of language we
Ind the roots of the following idea: Every word has a meaning. This meaning is
correlated with the word. Itis the object for which the word stands.”*’ Instead of
the traditional ostensive understanding of language, Wi&genstein suggests that
such a conceptionin fact presupposes a whole array of assumptions underlying
the structural complexity of language (which he later de!nes in terms of “lan-
guage games” and “forms oflife”). According to Wi&genstein, when we say that
weunderstand aword, we donotnecessarily refer “tothat which happens while
we are saying or hearing it, but to the whole environment of the event of saying
it."!! Wi&genstein’s similarity to Herder lies, moreover, in the idea that there is
no preexistent world of objects simply present out there, ready for language to
grasp and convey; rather, it is the very activity and use of language that consti-
tute our experience for us. To put this in terms closer to Herder, language has a
way of constituting the world for us by way of allowing us to pay a&ention to it
linguistically.'?

Herder addresses similar ideas in his “Fragments on German Literature”
(1767-78) where he de!nes language as interdependent with thought, writing
that “if it is true that we cannot think without thoughts, and learn to think
throughwords, thenlanguage setslimitsand outline forthe whole ofhuman cog-
nition....[[]tisindeed obviousthatthinkingisalmostnothingbutspeaking....
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Wethinkinlanguage, whetherweare explainingwhatispresentorseekingwhat
is not yet present” (Fragments 49-50). Herder then continues by arguing that
each individual speaker of a language cannot but imprint his own thoughts and
feelings onthe very words he uses. Put di’erently, our words express not merely
some external, independent facts but rather convey the individual way in which
we, each of us uniquely, approach and, indeed, form the world in our conscious-
ness. In “Cognition and Sensation” Herder addresses the same problem from its
other end: the “medium of our self-feeling and mental consciousness,” Herder
writes, “is—language.” In the same vein, language becomes prerequisite to what
Herder calls our innermost seeing and hearing (Cognition211). The resem-
blance to Wi&genstein is clear.

Language and Attention

Herder describes Besonnenheit in terms of a&ention: “The human being
demonstrates [beweiset] reflection [Reflexion] when the force of his soul
operates so freely that in the whole ocean of sensations [Emp!ndungen] which
floods the soul through all the senses [der sie durch, alle Sinnen durchrauschet]
itcan,sotospeak, separateo’ [absondern],stop [sieanhalten],and paya&en-
tion [Aufmerksamkeit] to a single wave” (Treatise 87 /AS 722). The human
being is engulfed by a powerful flood of vehement sensations that overwhelm
him as they storm through (durchrauschet) his soul, leaving him submerged
under its power (a few lines later Herder characterizes the flood as markedly
less violent when he describes it in terms of a “hovering dream [schwebenden
Traum] of images” that lightly touches, even caresses man).!* Besonnenheit
emanatesfromthissceneasaforce,intworespects:itisaforceinits capacity
to distinguish the human being from all other creatures, but it is also a force in
thatitbestows on man a unique strength or potency in encountering the world.
Herder gives a detailed account of this process: Although he isinundated by
theflood of sensations, manisable to “collecthimselfintoamomentofalert-
ness, freely dwell on a single image, pay it clear, more leisurely heed” [in helle,
ruhigere Obacht nehmen] (Treatise 87 /AS 722). Besonnenheit endows man
with the ability to control and organize the world through awareness and a&en-
tion, providing the conditions for introducing a distance between him and his
overpoweringly immediate experience of the world. This results in a uniquely
human way of experiencing the world. The importance of this argument lies in
that Besonnenheit does not constitute a speci!c content of perception which
would then somehow be translated into a linguistic expression. Here Herder
suggests a view that comes close to twentieth-century ideas following the lin-
guisticturn: Besonnenheitdoes not provide acontent priortolanguage; itis
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language since for Herder, humans’ perception and experience of the world is
tantamount to their linguisticabilities.'*

Herder’s reflective function is crucial for the understanding not only of
Besonnenheititself butalso of the very heart of his conception of language. The
acquisition of language (here almost completely coeval with the capacity to re-
flect) inheres not simply in speech or communication. It essentially involves
man’sunique way of approaching the world and taking it in. Besonnenheit is not
merely a capacity of paying heed to or being aware of “a single wave” or image,
itis deeper than that, as the sentence continues, and has the power to “be con-
scious of its own a&entiveness” (Treatise 87 /AS 722). Besonnenheit has a dual
function: Irst, it is the human ability to withdraw and stand back, directing at-
tentiontoasingle “wave” outofthe totality oftheflood.Second, itrepresents
man’s ability to single out, beyond the wave or image, himselfas well in the very
act of paying a&ention. Besonnenheit is, therefore, not only about the human
capacity of awareness and a&ention, but also about man’sawareness of his “own
a&entiveness”—that is, reflection. Herder describes a movement outward of
consciousness toward the flood, a movement that stops to pay a&ention to its
distinguishable parts: flood, objects and consciousness itself. Herder makes a
point of separating between recognition of the distinct properties of the object,
and acknowledgment and awareness of the mind’s own operation (Treatise 87/
AS 722). Man becomes aware of himself as a creature that is independent from
the flood by way of his capacity of awareness and reflection: by way of being a
creature oflanguage.'®

Havinglanguage means, therefore, thathumans are able to come back to
themselves and to reflect on the very act of their being aware of the world. This
demonstrates why the primary language of sensations cannot be suOcient for
Herder. In order to provide a proper transition between animal and human lan-
guage, Herder mustintroduce the element of reflection which helinks to the
freedom inherent in human self-awareness and intention. In Herder’s theory
of language, animals and humans are each specilcally positioned in the world
through their unique capacities (linguistic or other); each can experience the
world and relate to it. What distinguishes them from one another is the freedom
inscribed in man’s ability to reflect and thus to be in relation to himself, Ind
himselfinreflection, not by instinct: man “becomes free standing [freistehend],
can seek for himself a sphere for self-mirroring, can mirror himself within him-
self” [kann sich in sich bespiegeln] (Treatise82/AS717).Von Miicke suggests
that we understand this formulation (and others like it in the Treatise) in terms
of narcissism: whereas Herder de!nes the animal with regard to its outside (al-
beit narrow) world, “man’sfaculties are organized and structured only in regard
to themselves. In a self-reflective manner, he constitutes the totality of his oth-
erwise di’used and disorganized faculties.” Humans’ center of gravity resides,
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therefore, in a complex combination between the inner and the outer as they
appear in the mirror-relation entrenched in Herder’s understanding of human
reflection.’®

Although Besonnenbheit crucially includes dimensions of reflection and
reason, it also comprises feeling among its constituents. Its unique aware-
ness does not amount to a mere extraction of a “wave” or object from the
flood: Herder describes it in terms of a certain quiet clarity, a calm, !xed aware-
ness. A feeling of calm and composure accompanies the act of Besinnung which is
thus revealed as nota merely cognitive or rational moment (Treatise87 /AS722).
Since Besonnenheit is not just added to the domain of feeling but functionsas a
constitutive factor, ittransformsthe sensory stimulusinto determinate content.
Hence, the system of signs does not contradict perception; rather, perception
realizes itself fully only in those signs, in language.'” And so, to solve the enigma
ofthetransition from natural to abstractlanguage, Herder combines perception
and naming and treats them as two continuous segments of the same act: there
is no separation or transition between the two phases so that signiled and sign
become one and the same thing.

Herder is very critical of those who have searched for the origin of language
in the improvement of primordial instruments of articulation, in the animal
sounds of passion or in the imitation of natural sounds “as though anything
could be meant by such a blind inclination, and as though the ape with pre-
cisely thisinclination, or the blackbird whichis so good ataping sounds, had
invented alanguage!” (Treatise89/AS724).Butheis most lercely opposed to
those who assume thatthe origin oflanguage isin mere convention or social
agreement: “Hereitis no cryofsensation, for no breathing machine buta creature
taking awareness invented language! No principle of imitation [Nachahmung] in
thesoul Leastofallisitcommon-understanding, arbitrary societal conven-
tion” (Treatise 90/AS 725). Herder dismisses the imitative and social origins of
language; in the Treatise, the origin of language lies in the human capacities of
reflection and a&ention (grounded in Besonnenheit) rather than in the ability
to speak or articulate sounds, or the possibility of being understood by an-
other: “Here it is no organization of the mouth which produces language, for
even the person whowas dumb all hislife,if he wasahuman being,ifhe took
awareness, had language in his soul [solag Sprache in seiner Seele]! [T]he
savage, the solitary in the forest, would necessarily have invented language for
himself even if he had never spoken it” [hd&e er sie auch nie geredet] (Treatise
90/AS725).Understanding language as an internal con!guration of human per-
ceptionand mind, Herder emphasizesits inherent detachment from speech and
communication.’® Herder does not dismiss the acoustic elements of language
altogether,yethe foregrounds the dissociation between these elements and the
origin of language. Even if humans eventually come to speak their language and
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useitasameansofcommunication,language’sorigin oritsessencedonotlie
there. Herder establishes this radical argument by bringing the human soul into
thediscussion. Thisprovidesthebasisforhisalternative explanation.

Fromits Irstappearance in the text, Besonnenheitislinked to the human soul
and de'ned as a “force of his soul” (Kraft seiner Seele) (Treatise 87 /AS 722). The
capacity tostand backand paya&ention, theability todistinguish one wave from
within the overwhelming flood, and nally, the human faculty of reflection —are
all operations of the soul: “where conceptsintersectand getentangled!, where the
most diverse feelings produce one another [einander erzeugen], where a pressing
occasionsummonsforthalltheforcesofthesouland revealsthewholeartofinvention
of which the soul is capable” (Treatise 115/AS 754).1°

Though Herder is deeply concerned with the senses and sense perception
(asI'will discuss in detail) even when he discusses the three central senses
(sight, touch, and hearing), the human soul still features as his core notion.
Besonnenheit allows man to be open to the world and the world to inscribe it-
selfhis soul: “Evenifhis mouth and his eye remained forever closed, his soul
does notremain entirely withoutlanguage ... without eyes and tongue, to name
them in his soul” (Treatise 98-99/AS 735). The human soul, however, not
only conditions humans’ openness to their surroundings: more important, it
accommodatestheirreflective faculty. Herder writesaccordingly that “language
was the common-understanding of his soul with itself [Einverstandnis seiner
Seele mit sich],and a common-understanding as necessary as the human being
was human being” [als der Mensch Mensch war] (Treatise 90/AS 725). The re-
flective constituent oflanguage inherent to Besonnenheit manifests itself when
the soul standsin relation toitself, reflectinguponitselfin, as Herder putsiit,
Einverstandnis. This German term signiles something more than mere common
understanding, asthe English translation of the Treatise puts it, referring, inaddi-
tion, to an internal accord or unison between man and his soul, and between the
soul and itself. This internal, reflective accord is essential to the human being’s
being human.?°

“You AretheBleatingOne”: Languageand Sound

Herder illustrates the workings of Besonnenheit and with it, the formation
of reflective human language, by way of an elaborate (and renowned) ex-
ample: that ofthe bleating sheep (heinitially uses “alamb” [jenesLamm],and
then continues with “sheep” [Schaf]). Herder is not the !rst to use this ex-
ample. Moses Mendelssohn used it more than twenty years earlier (1756), in
ale&er to Lessing wri&en just aler he Inished translating Rousseau’s “Second
Discourse.”?! As Von Miicke points out, Mendelssohn’s le&er a&empts to “save”
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Rousseau from some of the problematic aspects of his own essay by showing
that although he seemingly praises savage man over social man, Rousseau in
fact harbors a much more positive a&itude toward human society. The sheep
appears as part of Mendelssohn’s explanation of the development from a nat-
ural to a social state, serving to demonstrate how man learns to associate be-
tween images and sounds.?* Although the sheep proves to be an excellent way
into his argument, Herder’s choice raises a question: why is it that he chooses
a domesticated animal, an animal that is potentially, at least, humanized? We
could say that there is a potential “impurity” in this choice, especially because
the sound of the bleating is translatable into a human u&erance: Ah, Bha, and
so on. Johann Georg Hamann picks this up in his interesting discussions of
Herder’s Treatise, especially The Last Will and Testament of the Knight of the Rose-
Crossand Philological Ideasand Doubts, and Tothe Solomon of Prussia.?*1 will
presentHerder’sexample ofthe sheepin detail, sinceitnotonly bears on my
previous arguments but also brings out the central role of sound and hearing
in his theory of language. In order to substantiate the speci!cally human char-
acter of Besonnenheit, Herder introduces his account of the sheep from a dual
perspective: the animal and human. This is how he stages the scene: a sheep
appears —but it appears in an entirely di’erent manner before the eyes of ani-
mals and those of men.

While it is speci!cally the human being, and not the animal, who is
overwhelmed by the flood of sensations, the animal too is taken over, notby
sensation as such, but by its own instincts. The “hungry, scenting wolf” or
“the blood-licking lion” are overpowered by their instincts (Herder writes that
“sensuality has overcome them” [Sinnlichkeit hat sie liberwaltigt] [Treatise
88/AS723]) which causes them to see or smell nothing butthe sheep’sflesh,
impellingthemto a&ackit. The “aroused ram” too, is guided by his sensuality
and instinct, perceiving the female sheep only as a potential object of sexual
pleasure. Other animals whose instincts direct them toward a di’erent focal
point, are completely indi’erent (gleichgiltig) to the sheep as it passes by them
almost unnoticed. Herder uses the terms “light” and “shade” here, emphasizing
the sharp contrast between the indi’erent animal that allows the sheep to
pass by in light-dark shades (klar-dunkel vorbeistreichen 1aRt), and the intense
directedness of instinct that as it were casts a narrow, focused light beam on its
object, not allowing the instinctively driven animal to notice anything else out-
side this narrow span: it is in this sense that the lion, for instance, does not see
the sheepasawhole, butonlyitsedible flesh, whereas the ant passes completely
indi’erent to either the lion’s or the sheep’s existence.?* This echoes, of course,
the previous discussion of the animal’s “circles of life” and the sharp and distinct,
yet narrow and limited, perspective from which it experiences, or Inds itself in,
the world (Treatise 78-81/AS712-715).
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Ahumanbeingisnotimpelled by animalinstincts, noris heindi’erent to-
ward the lamb: “Let that lamb pass before his eye,” Herder writes, “as an image
[als Bild] — [something that happens] to him as to no other animal” (Treatise 88/
AS 723). Herder’s use of “image” emphasizes the middle position that human
beings occupy—not too close yet not too far—exactly between the indomi-
table power of instinct and cold, detached indi’erence. Man is not governed by
his instincts, Herder explains, and this is precisely what allows him to grasp the
sheep as a whole, and eventually, as an object (this would be categorically dif-
ferent from the forceful, yet partial, perception possible in the case of the lion
orram).Inperceivingthelambasimage, manoccupiesaperfectdistance: he
neither needs it noris he indi’erent to it (Herder’s use of “image” here is in-
teresting, since as the argument continues, his account steers clear from vision,
accentuating instead the sense of hearing). This middle position of man, nottoo
closeyetnottoo far,impliesauniquely human desire to know the object: “As
soonashe[man]developsaneed[Bediirfnis]tobecomeacquainted with the
sheep, noinstinctdisturbs him, no sense tearshimtoo close to the sheep oraway
fromit” [so storet ihm kein Instinkt: so reifdt ihn kein Sinn auf dasselbe zu nahe
hin oder davon ab] (Treatise 88 /AS 723).%

Itisalsoworthwhile atthis pointtoreturnto Mendelssohn’sinteresting use
of the same example. In his account of Rousseau’s natural state, Mendelssohn
describes a “savage” encountering a sheep that stands in a flowery meadow.
Upon hearing the sound of the bleating, the savage can perceive it as belonging
tothe sheep,buthe canalsoassociateitwith the entire se&ing (the meadow,
flowers,aswellasthe sheep). Thisdemonstrates, Mendelssohn argues,how nat-
ural sounds can be transformed into arbitrary signs.?® In the Treatise,as we have
begun to see, Herder takes a di’erent line of argument.

Since itisnow not merely a tasty piece of flesh (to the lion) or ameans for
sexual satisfaction (for the ram), the sheep can stand before man “exactly as it
expresses itself to his senses” (Treatise 88 /AS 723). It stands as it is in its whole-
ness,and more important, as it expresses itself,and notasa mirror of man’sown
instinctive “light beams.””” Man is receptive to the world, open to it, and the
sheepisnowactive before him:itexpressesitselfratherthanbeingamere ful!ll-
ment of another creature’s need. The sheep does not pass before man’s eyes (or
ears) as an object satisfying a need or instinct, yet the description of its appear-
ance is extremely palpable and sensuous. Itis almostas if Herder renders man'’s
wayofperceivingthesheepinits everydetail, butinsodoinginfact, projects
himself as confronting the sheep.

This is a crucial point in the argument, as Herder addresses the distinctive
way in which Besonnenheit approaches the sheep. Merely locating the human
beingasnottoo close yet nottoo far does not suOce. Herder must give an ac-
count of the human language, de!ned by awareness and reflection, rather than



Language and Attention 67

the immediacy of instinct. How exactly is the human being aware of the sheep,
and inwhatsense is thisawarenesslinguistic? Man needs to recognize what
Herdercallsacharacteristic-mark (Merkmal), which distinguishes the sheepqua
sheep, separating it like a wave from the all-encompassing flood of perceptions
and sensations. Herder will eventually indicate that this characteristic mark is
the origin of the !rst word; but this word is unrelated to any human u&erance,
imitation of sound or expression: it is an internally imprinted mark, an inner
word in man’s soul. Owing to the capacity of Besonnenheit, the soul recognizes
the sheep “inahuman way,” and man is able to turn the characteristic mark into
an internal name of the sheep, imprinting it on his soul. What would this char-
acteristic mark be, given humans have no instinct guiding them toward it? It is
not the sheep’s white color, noris it its sol wool or distinct size. The human soul
Inds the characteristic mark in the sheep’s bleating—in the sound that it makes,
and with the bleating, “the inner sense takes e’ect” [Derinnere Sinn wiirket]
(Treatise 88/AS723).

Itis evident thatbleating is a sound distinctive to the sheep,a sound no other
creature produces in quite the same way. But Herder argues that bleating is not
merely an example butan exemplar, inthat sound is primary here: sound in gen-
eral and not only that of the sheep. Sound takes a primary role in the human
perception of the sheep and the eventual formation of a characteristic mark.
Sound, Herder argues, makes the strongest impression on the human soul.
The sound quality of the bleating therefore enables it to be torn away (losrif3)
from the sheep asan enclosed (white, sol, woolly) object, leaping forth and
making its way directly into the con!nes of the human soul. Herder uses the
word eindréngen (penetrate) here, to communicate the violent, irresistible force
with which the sound of bleating enters the soul. Neither the sight nor the touch
of the sheep has a comparable impact, as only sound can actively move from the
object toward the human soul and enter it.?®

This unique capacity of sound to penetrate the soul emerges on man’s !rst
encounter with the sheep. But it reappears, and more forcefully, on the second
encounter: the soul recognizes the bleating and makes it into the distinguishing
feature of the sheep. This time, however, the bleating is not only seared into
the soul but is named with a characteristic mark (Treatise 88/AS723). Herder
situates language within the soul rather than conceiving it as operating vis-a-
vis the external world of perceived sense data, and in doing so he accentuates
the complex relations between internal and external, perception and expression,
human and world. Although his argument is couched in terms of reflection (the
soul “speakingtoitself”), Herder provides us witha complex case that challenges
the sharp demarcation between inside and outside.

Itis important to dwell on this moment of recognition, since it is a key to the
understanding of the movement from Besonnenheit as a form of perception, to
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its function as language. Besonnenheit opens the human being to the world, en-
abling himto be struck by it, be astonished by the force of its imprint on his soul.
This occurs, in Herder’saccount, through the unique way in which man pays
a&ention. This a&entiveness enables man to identify the sheep as separate and
distinct in the flood of perceptions, but it allows him a further and crucial step.
The human being is able to re-encounter the sheep and experience itasauni'ed
entity: “you are the bleating one.” Not only does the bleating penetrate the soul
and reveal a characteristic mark of the sheep, but everything that has to do with
thesheepisnow united aroundit,and the sheep as “one” crystallizes around
its acoustic core. Here the component of awareness and reflection emerges and
eventually allows the movement from the indistinct zone of Besonnenheit to
the more properly human specilcity of Besinnung, from the flood of sensations
to aname.”’

ThisiswhyHerderchoosestofocusonthehumansoulhereratherthanon
perception or even abstract thought. The soul is the space into which the “raw”
perceptual dataflow fromthe outside and isarranged togetherand become uni-
ledand a&ributed tothe sheep. The characteristicmark ofthe sheep, itsbleating,
becomes its name for the soul. This is an eminently linguistic moment, where
human Besonnenheit Inally appears as the very thing Herder is looking for,
namely, the origin of language: “This !rst characteristic mark of taking-awareness
[Besinnung] was a word of the soul [Wort der Seele]! With it human language
is invented” (Treatise 88/AS 723). Herder’s “word of the soul” appears several
times in the Treatiseas the !rstand essential condition of language. Since the
human being is de!ned as a linguistic creature, it follows that every perception,
feeling or thought, also has an inherently linguistic structure: there is “no condi-
tioninthehumansoulwhichdoesnotturnouttobesusceptible ofwordsoractually
determined by words of the soul.”*

Herder notes that this internal word is not spoken or acoustically expressed,
nor doesitneed to be communicated to or understood by others; itis imprinted
andreverberatesinternally: “evenifthe human being’stongue had nevertried to
stammer it” [nie seine Zunge zu stammeln versucht hi&e] and even if he “never
reached the situation of conveying thisidea [diese [dee zu geben] to another
creature...stillhissoulhas,sotospeak,bleated internally” [inihrem Inwendigen
geblokt] (Treatise 89/AS 724). In a fragment entitled “On the capacity to speak
and hear” [Uber die Fihigkeit zu sprechen und zu horen] (1795), Herder
discusses communication inlanguage, referring to it not as verbal or sonic com-
munication. Rather, itis a communication between souls: “Sprache ist das Band
der Seelen” [language is the bond between souls].3* A few pages later Herder
returnstoasimilarscene,whenhedescribesmanas “thelearning child-without-
any-say,” or in German, Unmiindige. Aside from its literal meaning (mouth-less),
the word Unmiindige carrieslegal connotations associated with those who (for
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instance, due to their being minors) are not allowed to speak in the courtroom,
that is, their speech is prevented. In Herder’s understanding of language, the
Unmiindige actually does speak, butitis the human soul that speaks, and to
no one else but itself. In this moment, the external bleating of the sheep comes
together with the internal bleating of the soul (awareness of the world and the
soul’'sreflection upon itself), and the bleating “rang out! [esklang!] The soul laid
hold [haschte] —and there it has a resounding word!” [tonendes Wort!] (Treatise
98/AS 734).

Herder’s use of “resounding” here deserves some a&ention. The echo played
an explicit and central role in the !rst pages of the Treatise. As I discussed in
the previous chapter, Herder makes a point of describing the primary language
of sensations as a language not only of immediate expression. It also elicits an
immediate sympathetic response which he describes repeatedly in terms of
echo: the “struck string” of animal feeling isimmediately expressed and thereby
“performs its natural duty [Naturpflicht]: it sounds! it calls to a similarly feeling
Echo—even when none is there, even when it does not hope or expect to be
answered by one” (Treatise 66/AS 697-698). Herder continues with his third
formulation of the “law of nature” which becomes a “blessing” when the cry ofa
single, su’ering creature draws an immediate response from nature in the form
ofan echo.*” Thisis Herder’s way of achieving the transformation of the mere
mechanical and natural into a moral structure in which the crying animal feels
partofnatureasits cry echoes, orre-sounds, theresponse of the whole of nature
back to it. Although the Treatise’s second section and with it, distinctly human
language, has a strong basis in sound and especially hearing, the echo seems to
play no role in it. However, despite Herder’s argument that speech is not essen-
tial for human language, the echo is decidedly present also in the emergence of
the human language of Besonnenheit.

The manifestation ofechointhe second section of the Treatiseisindependent
of speech or the production of sound but must be conceived, rather, in terms of
repetition, agreement, and something that is reflected back. Echo is thus much
more about a reflective movement within an enclosed space than merely about
the repetition of sound. The origin of Herder’s human language remains bound
upwiththeechointhreesenses.ltemergeswhenmanencountersthe sheepand
hears its bleating for the !rst time. An acoustic space arises between the sheep
and the human ear, a space in which the sound of bleating echoes and resounds.
Another reference to the echo appears when Herder describes the enclosed, re-
flective realm of the human soul in which the soul encounters and mirrors itself.
Herder treats the reflective element in terms of an echo resounding. The third
instance ofecho occursinthe dualmomentofbleating: the external bleating
of the sheep and the internal bleating of the soul. This exempli!es the com-
plexity of Herder’s use of the echo structure: the internal bleating of the soul is
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neither an imitation of the external sound nor a simple, mechanical repetition.
The soul’'sability to echo internally establishes Herder’sargument thatlanguage
occurs in the soul, not in the mouth or on the tongue. Reflective human lan-
guage retains the component of echo so dominant in the language of sensations,
butituncouples the echo from the physical cry or howl of pain, rendering it lin-
guisticin a purely human sense. Language resounds in the very act of reflection
and the human soul becomes its echo chamber.

Itis clear by now that Herder distances himself from any understanding of
language to which speech, especially of a propositional or communicative na-
ture, is essential. But before we delve deeper into the central role for language
of the ear and the sense of hearing, it is worth paying a&ention to two, perhaps
marginal but nevertheless interesting, other forms of expression related to the
mouth rather than the ear. The !rstis song, the second breath. In the Treatise,
Herderargues for an essential connection between human language and animal
expression,and hetakesthe caseofsongasthe cruxofhisargument:

Soifthelrsthumanlanguage wassong,itwassongwhichwasasnat-
uraltothehumanbeing,asappropriatetohisorgansandnaturaldrives,
as the nightingale’s song was natural to the nightingale... Condillac,
Rousseau,and otherswerehalfontherighttrackhereinthattheyderive
the meter and song of the oldest languages from the cry of sensation —
and withoutdoubtsensation didindeed enliven the Irstsounds and
elevate them. But since from the mere sounds of sensation human lan-
guage could never have arisen, though this song certainly was such
alanguage, something more is still needed in order to produce this
song—and that was precisely the naming of each creature in accord-
ance with its own language [Namennennung eines jeden Geschopfs
nach seiner Sprache]. So there sang and resounded [tonte] the whole
of nature as an example, and the human being’s song was a concerto of
allthesevoices [ein Konzertaller dieser Stimmen],to the extentthat
his understanding needed them [sofern sie sein Verstand brauche], his
sensationgraspedthem,hisorganswereabletoexpressthem.Songwas
born, butneitheranightingale’s song nor Leibniz 'smusical language nor
amereanimal’s cry of sensation: an expression ofthe language ofall

creatures within the natural scale [natiirlichen Tonleiter] of the human
voice! (Treatise 104/AS741-742)

Although according to Herder the human being cannotlearn to sing by the mere
imitation of animal voices, human language is, nevertheless, closely related to
animal voices, but in a wholly di’erent way: “Asli&le as the nightingale sings in
order to sing as an example for human beings, the way people imagine, just as
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li&le will the human being ever want to inventlanguage for himselfby trilling in
imitation of the nightingale” (Treatise 104/AS 741). Here Herder calls to mind
the biblical scene of Adam'’s original act of naming, where he names each animal
according to its own voice. But Herder’s interest is not in the dominion and sov-
ereignty evidentinthe biblical story where man,intheactofnaming,is crowned
asnature’sruler.Rather, he addresses the musical character of the scene. Letme
refer to David Wellbery’s reading of this passage. He calls a&ention to two im-
portant aspects of Herder’s argument about song: !rst, the human voice is not
simply another version of the animal voice, but a unique human capacity that
is not only inseparable from rationality or sensibility but constitutes the me-
dium in which they are realized. The human voice “is an autonomous instance,”
Wellbery writes, “it introduces into the world an expressive novum that obeys
its own inner dynamic and exhibits its own unique productivity.”**Second, al-
though the human voice is but one voice in the chorus of nature, Herder stresses
itsunique ability to translateand thustranspose all of nature’s sounds into man'’s
unique tonality. This is what Herder refers to here as the “concerto of all these
voices.” Predominant in Herder’s description is the way in which the acoustic
dimension subsumes everything that is human: “Everything the human being
sees, feels, smells, and tastes has an inwardly audible tonal correlate, which in
turn can be transformed into a voiced expression.”** This “voiced expression”
does notamounttoany form of propositional speech, norisit related to commu-
nication. The “concerto” is a sound event in which the whole of nature partakes
viaitsexpressioninthehumanvoice. Thehumanbeing,in otherwords, does
not speak (or for that ma&er, sing) about nature; he expresses itimmediately in
song. This description is interesting in the speci!c context of the relationship
between human and nature; but its implications regarding human language
broadly speaking are no less thought provoking.

The second type of oral expression that does not amount to speechis the case
ofthebreath.Afarmoreintricateaccountconcerningbreathappearsinthe ldeas
of a Philosophy of the History of Man [Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der
Menschheit] (1784-91).3°In his ldeas, Herder construes an essential connec-
tion between hearing and what he calls “abreath of air,” the breath marking the
nexus of man’s speech, song and moan. “All that man has ever thought, willed,
done,orwilldoupon Earth,” he writes, “has depended on the movementofa
breath ofair, forifthis divine breath had notinspired us and floated like acharm
onour lips, we should all have still been wanderers in the woods” (Ideas, Book 9
199). Thebreath of airlinks speech and hearing, which Herder takes to be insep-
arable, and it operates similarly to the conjuncture between body and mind. In
both cases, we can only feel the connection, but never comprehend the details of
its operation. Everything the human being feels (Herder particularly mentions
griefand joy), says and perceives, becomessound, so that
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whatis heard by the ear moves the tongue; that images and sensations
may become mental characters, and these characters signilcant, nay
impressive, sounds, arises from a concent*® of somany dispositions, like
a voluntary league, which the creator has thought proper to establish
between the most opposite sensesand instincts, powersand members,
ofhiscreature,inamannernotlesswonderful thanthatinwhichthe
mind and body are conjoined. (Ideas, Book 9 199)

This account of concentcomes very close to Herder’s aforementioned descrip-
tion of human song as a “concerto” of all natural sounds and voices. The breath
here, however, is not only a song or concerto, but also an image: “The breath of
our mouth is the picture of the world” (Ideas, Book 9 232). The breath is the
human way of expressing arelation to the world, by painting its picture, but not
through an act of representation or of referentially pointing at it. The human
beingrelates to the world by way of hisand her mere breath.?”
Interestingly, it is the above sentence from Ideas that Heidegger chooses to
quote in his “What Are Poets For?”*® in the context of his discussion of lan-
guage, song, and poetry. Although I discuss Heidegger’s relationship to Herder’s
thought in detail in chapter 4, a few words are called for here. Without consid-
ering for the moment on Heidegger’s important account of poetic language in
this essay, itis useful to explore his unique reference to Herder at this point and
glance atthewayinwhich Herder’sthoughta’ected Heidegger’slater philos-
ophy. Toward the end of his essay Heidegger quotes Herder in the context of his
own interpretation of Rilke’s Sonnets to Orpheus, just aler his discussion of the
di’erencebetweenaconceptoflanguageasmakingpropositionalassertionsand
whathe callslanguageas “saying.” BringingtogetherRilke’ssonnetsand Herder’s
Ideas, Heidegger contends that the breath is nothingless than the very nature of
language. Atthe end of the third sonnet Rilke writes: “Tosingin truth is another
breath [In Wahrheit singen, ist ein andrer Hauch]. A breath for nothing [Ein
Hauchumnichts]...Awind.”** Those who “dare,” or “the more venturesome”
onesinHeidegger'saccount,aredaringbyvirtue oftheirverybreath, which does
not ask or reach for “this or that objective thing.” The breath of those who dare
istherefore, “abreath for nothing.” Heidegger suggestshere a surprisinglink be-
tween Herder’s two aforementioned accounts of song and breath. “The singer’s
saying says the sound whole of worldly existence, which invisibly o’ers its space
within the world’s inner space of the heart. The song does not even !rst follow
whatistobesaid Songitselfis‘awind.’”* Singing turns away from propo-
sitional speech of assertions and does not solicit a production of anything. “In
the song,” Heidegger continues, “the world’s inner space concedes space within
itself.”*! Song and breath come together in Heidegger’s reading of Rilke’s sonnet
and appear as the two extremes of speechless, yet expressive, language in Herder.
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An Ear for Language

Herder devotes alengthy discussion to the sense of hearing, comparingitto
sightand touch (Geflihl) (Iuse “touch” ratherthan “sense”heretoreservethe
la&erword for Herder’scomparison between the three senses), soasto establish
hearing’s primacy over the other senses as well as its being what Herder calls
the only “sense of language.” Aler establishing the central role of hearing in the
development of human language, Herder seeks to establish that hearing is the
only “sense of language” by way of a detailed comparison between the sense of
hearing on the one hand, and sight and touch on the other.* Herder presents
this comparison in terms of six features: distance, distinctness and clarity, re-
lationship between human and world, temporal structure, the need to express,
and humans’ physical/biological development. For each feature, he presents a
detailed comparison between the three senses—and in each case, he reaches
theconclusionthathearingisthe “middle sense,” nottoo cold and far (like vi-
sion) and not too close (like touch). The sense of hearing is precisely in the
middle, thereby connecting between the di’erent senses, forming perception
into language.

Herder begins with an account of the “sphere of sensibility from outside,” to
which the sense of touch brings us too close (sensing everything only in itself),
whereas the sense of vision opens too large a distance (taking us too far out of
ourselves). Being placed exactly in the middle, the sense of hearing positions
the human being precisely at the right distance from the world so as to be able
to take itin, unite it into a single, distinct experience that, in turn, becomes lan-
guage: “We become, so to speak, hearing through all our senses!...[W]hat
one sees, what one feels, becomes soundable as well. The sense for lan-
guage has become our middle and unifying sense; we are linguistic creatures”
[Sprachgeschopfe] (Treatise 109/AS 747). The second argument in his compar-
ison of the senses refers to the “distinctness and clarity” of perception. Touch
is too obscure, whereas sight is too clear—both senses are un!t to supply man
with the necessary capacities to distinguish the wave from the flood, or bleating
asthesheep’scharacteristicmark.Inthis casetoo,hearingisthe sensethatbrings
it all together, clarifying what is too obscure, and unifying the dispersed, “and
since this acknowledgment of the manifold through one, through a character-
istic mark, becomes language, hearing is language” [or, in the !rst version of the
Treatise: the organ oflanguage: Organder Sprache] (Treatise 110/AS 748).

Skipping the third proposition, which I discuss in more detail laterin this
chapter, Herder’s fourth characteristic of hearing relates to its temporal form.
With both the sense of touch and sight we take everything in at once, touch stir-
ring “our strings strongly but briefly and in jumps,” and vision intimidating our
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pupils, “through the immeasurable canvas of its side-by-side.” In hearing, on the
other hand, nature “counts sounds into our souls only one aler another, gives
and never tires, gives and always has more to give... [S]he [nature] teaches pro-
gressively! Who in these circumstances could not grasp language, invent language
for himself?” (Treatise 110/AS 748-749). Hearing is the only sense through
which, Herder claims, the soul can experience the sequence of impressions, its
flow that can only be experienced in time.*

The following, '1h proposition accounts for hearing’s unique correspond-
encetothehumanneedto expressitself. When touching, humansare concerned
only with themselves; they are “sel!sh and self-engrossed”; vision is inexpress-
ible since the viewed object remains before the eye even if itis never expressed.
The objects of hearing, conversely, are connected with movement and thereby
must resound: “They become expressible because they must be expressed,
and...throughtheir movement, do they become expressible.” As Forester notes,
Herder’s use of “because” here denotes a need or purpose, whereas “through”
refers to the enabling conditions of means of expressions.** We are again faced
with hearing’s distinguished status as the sense for language.

Finally, hearing is also the middle sense in terms of humans’ physical devel-
opment. Although touch is the Irst sense operative in the embryo, itis only
through hearing thatthese !rstsensations canunfold, “since nature awakens the
soultoits Irstdistinct sensation through sounds...awakens it outof the ob-
scure sleep of feelingand ripens it to still Iner sensuality.” Hearing is where touch
and vision cooperate, since the human being “took the path from feelinginto
the sense of his visual images [Phantasmen] no otherwise than via the sense of
language, and hashencelearned to sound forth what he seesas much aswhathe
felt” (Treatise 111/AS750).%°

Let me go back now to Herder’s third proposition about the sense of hearing.
Herder’s comparison here is between the ways in which the world thrusts itself
ontothehumansoulviathethree sensesatstake. The sense oftouch hasan over-
powering quality (Uberwéltigen) due to which the outside world almost a&acks
the sensitive human soul, penetrating it too forcefully. The sense of sight, on the
other hand, has a cold and distant quality, which renders man somewhat indif-
ferent to what he experiences as it remains “too much at rest before us.” These
two possibilities putthe human being ataremove from hislinguistic nature.
Hearing, once more, Igures as the “middle” way: “we can for longer and almost
for ever hear, think words with hearing, so to speak; hearing is for the soul what
green, the middle color, is for sight” (Treatise 110/AS 748). When man hears he
is not overwhelmed, but neither does he remain indi’erent. When man hears
its bleating, the sheep comes to ma&er to him —not because of its meat or wool
but because the sound of its bleating has entered his soul. This idea is interest-
ingly echoed in Herder’s remarks on sound in Fourth Grove. There he speaks
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of what he calls the “inwardness of hearing.” Comparing between the senses,
he situates touch, vision, and hearing in the intermediate between external and
internal. Touch marks the physical perimeter of our bodies and is therefore the
most “external” of the three senses. As for vision, although I perceive the visual
image of an external object through the eye and it is, as it were, taken in, the
objectofthatimageremainsexternaltome.Asound,ontheotherhand,isnot
inseparable from the objectthat produced itand can thereby come closer to
our interior, the ear being closest to the soul. Nature acknowledges this, Herder
continues, “for she knew no be&er path to the soul than through the ear and
through language.”*® The sound of the bleating tears itself away from the animal
that originally produced it, so thatitachieves independence and moves toward
the human ear. Hanly writes in this context that Herder uses the sheep’sbleating
as a paradigm constituting the origin of the Irst word in sounding, thereby
turning listening not merely into a conceptual starting point but rather into the
very “nexus around which the entire possibility of the human will gather[s] and
coalesce[s]. Besinnung, in this sense, is precisely a listening.”*’

Inthe Irst pages of the Treatise, when Herder speaks of sympathy and the
cry of pain, he discusses what is commonly addressed in the eighteenth century
as the problem of “sense deprivation,” specilcally the case of blindness. Herder
argueswith Diderot’s claim thatsince the visual scene of su’eringand painis
shrouded for those who are born blind, they are doomed to be less sensitive to
itthanthosewhosee.AccordingtoHerder,the oppositeisthe case: “Therehe
listens in darkness, consequently, in the stillness of his eternal night, and each
moan penetrates his heart that much more deeply and sharply, like an arrow!”
(Treatise 73/AS 706). The encounter with the pain of another visually as well as
acousticallyistoo intrusive and overwhelming for the humansoul. The depriva-
tion of sight in the case of the blind suggests an alternative in which the sense of
hearing, divested of all visual distractions, becomes more a&entive, acute, and
penetrating.Hearingthe painful cry,ratherthanseeingtheentirescene,emerges
as the condition of possibility for genuine, deep human sympathy. Herder
endsbyaddingthe sense oftouchtotheblind person whowhentouchingthe
shaking, su’ering body, makes it entirely his own, feels the other’s pain as it
“shoots through” his own body as well as his “inner nerve structure,” producing
a deep sense of sympathy (Treatise 73/AS 706).

Anotherversion ofthisargumentinthe Ideasis the example ofthoseborn
deaf and dumb. Herder explains, that lacking the ability to hear and speak, they
cannotaccomplish their potential ofhumanreason,and more crucially, they are
unable to distinguish between their own human species and other animal spe-
cies.“We have more than one instance,” he writes, “ofa person borndeafand
dumb,who murdered hisbrotherin consequence ofhaving seen apigkilled,
andtore outhisbowelswith tranquil pleasure” (Ideas, Book987). Herder'svery
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speci!c emphasis here is thought provoking if not problematic: the absence of
hearing and speech in the deaf and dumb generates not only violent behavior,
but more importantly, an inability to empathize with the su’ering of members
of their ownspecies.

Anotherreasonthathearingis crucialfor Herderisthatitisthe only sense
capable of transforming sonicsense datainto words, thus becoming the original
sense of, and for, language. Herder dwells on sound’s uniquely intimate capacity
of penetrating the human soul so that “it inevitably becomes a characteristic
mark, but still not so stunningly that it could not become a clear characteristic
mark” [Der Ton des Gehors dringt so innig in unsre Seele, dafs er Merkmal
werden mufd; aber noch nicht so iibertdaubend, dafé er nicht klares Merkmal
werden konnte]. The sense of hearing enables sounds to penetrate the soul and
take hold of it, withoutviolating or impinging on it; in Trabant'swords: “Hearing
is an unviolent sublimated form of erotic touch.”®This erotic “intimacy” that
Herderdescribes hereisaspecilcform of closeness which, while notthreat-
ening or intrusive, nevertheless creates a shared space of kinship. Within this
space sound becomes, or rather, must become, a clear characteristic mark (and
not a mere characteristic mark). The sheep’s bleating can become an internal
bleating of the soul, which in turn, is the very beginning of language: hearing is
therefore “the sense for language” (Treatise 110/AS 748).

Ah! andAha!

The question of the kinship between Herder’s original, primary language of
sensationsand reflective human language reopens when one considers the cen-
tralrole ofhearing in both. Trabant discusses what he calls Herder’'srediscovery
of the ear for language philosophy in terms of a philosophical revolution:** “If it
is language which makes man human, and if the ear is the organ of that human
thing, then the ear is the human sense par excellence ~ [T]he ear is—no ma&er

what Derrida says —the most important organ for the humanization of man.”
Herder’s striking claim that human language exists independently of speech or
communication does notdissociate his theory oflanguage from sound alto-
gether. Quite the contrary, as both the primary language of sensations and re-
flective language include a crucial sonic element. In the language of sensations,
this element is Philoctetes’ cry of pain or what Herder describes later in the text
asthe exclamation “Ah!”; in the case of human language, the sheep’sbleating
captures man’s a&ention and triggers the process of linguistic a&ention and re-
flection, leading man to the “Aha!” of recognition. In both cases, however, the or-
igin, essence, and development of language are determined not by the capacity
to produce sound, butrather by the ability to hear it; or more boldly put: by
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the inability not to hear it. But before I present Herder’s arguments about the
sense of hearing and its inherent kinship with language, [ would like to dwell on
what I take to be the essential relationship between the emergence of sound in
Herder’s linguistic theory and the problem of pain.

In the Irst part of the Treatise, the cry of pain is deemed fundamental insofar
asitelicitsanimmediate sympathetic feelinginall of nature. This shared feeling,
which serves as the ground of the language of sensations, is not determined by
any speci!c contentcommunicated by the su’ering man or animal but by the
very act of expressing it. The pained “Ah!” immediately penetrates and moves
all other creatures, drawing theminto a form of participation. When Herder
asks “Who is there who, faced with a shaking, whining tortured person, with
amoaning dying person, and even with a groaning farm animal when its whole
machineis su’ering, is nottouched to his heart by this ‘Ah!"?” [dies Ach nicht
zu Herzen dringe?], rather than posing a moral problem, this rhetorical ques-
tion describes the natural state of the language of sensations. The sound of pain
creates and assembles the linguistic community around it so that “they really
share each other’s pain mechanically” (Treatise 72/AS 705-706). The intensity
of pain’s expression undermines the enclosed singularity of every individual
(manand animal), bringing them together in what Herder would understand as
nothing less thanlanguage.®!

Despite Herder’s insistence on the categorical separation between the lan-
guage of sensation and language of reflection in the two parts of the Treatise,
both !gure in a surprisingly similar manner if we consider the sense of hearing.
Human language is formed on the basis of Besonnenheit’s capacity to call man’s
a&ention from the flood of sensations. Separating the sheep’s bleating from all
other sense data becomes therefore the condition under which alone the Irst
word is formed: “Butlisten! [Aber horch!] The sheep bleats! There a character-
isticmarkofitselftearsitselffree fromthe canvas of the color picture inwhich so
li&le could be distinguished” (Treatise 98/AS 735). When man encounters the
sheep for the second time, he recognizes it: “ ‘Aha! You are the bleating one!’ [du
bist das Blokende!] the soul feels inwardly” [fiihlt sie innerlich] (Treatise 88/
AS 723).52 In addition to the bleating here the “Aha!” associated with the soul’s
recognition of the sheep’s characteristic mark plays a crucial role. In the context
of his linguistic abilities, the world appears before the human being neither in
visualimages,norbywayoftouch;itappearsinsounds, cries, hisses.

Herder’s emphasis on sound is signilcant not only as the sense through
which the world appears and is experienced butbecause sound, speci!cally, has
the power to penetrate the human soul: “Nature herself,” he writes in Fourth
Grove, “knew no be&er path to the soul than through the ear and through lan-
guage” (250). Sound constitutes a space within which the human encounters
theworld: the bleating “has penetrated deeply and distinctly into the soul [indie
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Seele gedrungen]. “Aha!”...now I will know you again. Youbleat!”...Reason
[Vernunl] and language took a timid step together,and nature came to meet
them half-way throughhearing. Nature sounded the characteristic mark not only
forth but deep into the soul!” (Treatise 98 /AS 734). Perceiving the world, the
human being is situated initrather than facing it. Humans are in accord with the
world via a profound sense of taking part in it—by means of their ability to hear
it, listen to it. The ear becomes the center of the universe, so to speak, holding it
together, harmonizing it.

The emphasis here is on the fact that the sound of bleating is not only
voiced “forth” but also reaches “deep” into the soul—and this is precisely
what distinguishes sound for Herder: its unique capacity to move forth from
its original object and penetrate another, becoming an integral part of it. The
sense ofhearing playsadualrole for Herder: Irst, through hearing the world
seems to speak to man, to address him in sounds. Second, the sense of hearing
creates an internal linguistic space in which humans appear before themselves as
beings-in-the-world. Instead ofappearingan external, foreign entity confronted
by the human, the world, through hearing, appears asan integral part of the
human soul, itappears for human beings. In the intersection between these
two functions, the “Ah!” of the language of sensations comes together with the
“Ahal” of Besonnenheit and human language. In both cases there is a decisive
sonicelement: theimmediate cry of pain that evokes primary natural sympathy
which is the characteristic mark of the language of sensations: Ah! and on the
other hand, the sound of bleating which the human soul recognizes and makes
into a characteristic mark, a word of the soul: “Aha!”

Therelationship between the Ah! ofthe Treatise’s Irst sectionand the Aha!
ofthe second, gainsaninteresting perspective when we compare the role of
the sheep in the Treatise to its altogether di’erent appearance in Herder’s Ideas.
Whereas in the Treatise, Herder makes a point of distancing humans’ way
of relating to the sheep from that of the instinctive animal that relates to the
sheep solely in terms ofits needs, in Ideas, the human’s a&itude to the sheep
(representing animals in general) is thoroughly instrumental. Herder describes
the human being as

benelting himself by such [animals] as were useful, and rendering him-
selfthe general lord of every thing in nature: for in every one of his
appropriations he does nothing in reality but mark the character of a
tameable, useful being, to be employed for his own convenience....
In the gentle sheep, for instance, he remarked the milk sucked by the
lamb, and the wool that warmed his hand, and endeavored to appro-
priate each to his own use. (Ideas, Book 9 240)
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This is a very di’erent account from that in the Treatise. The sheep appears be-
fore the human being only insofar asitis useful to the la&er,and the human
being indeed appropriates, in Herder’s words, the sheep—or for that ma&er,
any other animal or natural object. In the Ideas, the human closely resembles
theblood-lickinglion or the aroused ram, overcome by their instinctand sensu-
ality, impelled to a&ack the sheep (Treatise 88/AS 723). Although in both texts,
the sheep exempliles something about the origin of the human relationship to
the environment, these texts give a very di’erent account of this relationship.
In Ideas, man experiences the sheep in terms of the potential satisfaction of his
needs, an approach that comes to be the de!nition of his situatedness in the
world. In the Treatise, on the other hand, the sheep is precisely notconceived
inrelationtoneed: hereitisthefactofitsbeingsituated attherightdistance,
according to Herder, neither too far nor too close, that ma&ers: a distance
permi&ing calm, collectedreflection.

Kelly Oliver uses the above quoted passage from the ldeasas a basis for a cri-
tique of Herder’s choice to refer to an abstract, generalized animal which he can
thus approach from a functional point of view. Considering speci!c animals (or,
for that ma&er, human beings) would have enabled further variation and conti-
nuity in the account of human-animal relations. Oliver continues with a !erce
critique of what sheidentilesas Herder’s blind spot, namely, the fact that despite
hisinsistence onhumans’godlike superiority overanimals,infacthe completely
depends on them for the constitution of their own language: “Man’s unique ca-
pacity for understanding, knowing, reason, transcending instinct, emulation,
speech, di’erentiation, observation, recognition, recollection, and ownership —
everything that denes man as man and as human—comes through an en-
counter with the sheep.”* Herder’s use of the animal as an example, in other
words, comestodeal with the threattheanimal posestothe human’salleged
autonomy. While Oliver’s criticism may be justiled in the context of her overall
concern, namely, the importance of animals in how we learn to be human, in the
contextofHerder’sargumentinthe Treatise, her interpretation canbe somewhat
misguiding. Let me try to o’er a di’erent explanation of the role of the animal in
Herder’s conception oflanguage.

Since I take the Treatise’s !rst two sections not to be mutually exclusive,
thoughthisishow Herderhimselfpresentsitin the Treatise,| would like here
to demonstrate how primordial animal-human language remains closely inti-
mate with distinctly human, reflective language. The appearance of the sheep
in the account of human language is crucial in this respect. Herder presents the
sheep, fromthe outset, to elucidate hisbroader claim regardinghumanlanguage
and, in many respects, the human being as such. And yet it is no mere example.
Herder’s choice tolocate the origin of humanlanguage in the human’sencounter
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with an animal rather than with another human being is signi!cant, !rst, since
itunderlines that for Herder human language does not originate from the need
to communicate oras partofany other form of intersubjectivity. Foregrounding
the encounter with an animal is all the more signilcant by providing Herder
with away of not altogether abandoning the primordial language of immediate
expression as external to human language. Obviously when the human being
hears the sheep bleat, language can be said to emerge and develop in a wholly
human realm, namely, the soul into which the characteristic mark is sonically
imprinted. The sheep’sbleating, however, also servestoretaina central element
from the language of sensations. Human language comes into being when the
humanbeinghearsandrespondstothe primordialanimal-humanlanguage. The
clearlyhumanactofreflection emerges subsequently atthe moment the human
being experiences (not contemplates or thinks about, but feels) something of
its own, and not the merely animal, original language of sensations. Toreturn to
Oliver’s claim: the relevance of the sheep (or any other animal for that ma&er)
liesnotinhowitdemonstrates thatmanlearnstobe human fromtheanimal
but rather, in its bleating sound, in confronting the human being with himself,
with their original language which is inseparable from that of the animal. In
other words, humans Ind themselves in language and reflection only insofar as
they Ind themselves inrelation toanimmediate expression that they share with
the animal. The animal here features specilcally with reference to the sound it
makes (and not, say, to its warming wool or nourishing milk). Sound for Herder
is responsible for the connection between the two languages, a necessary con-
nection since, as he speci!cally indicates, human language cannot arise directly
from the primordial language of sensation; it cannot simply develop out of it.
The sheep’sbleatingis precisely what Herder needs to give anaccount of the
complexity of the relations between the two languages.

Rousseau on Language and Pain

Inhisdescription of man’s encounter with the bleating sheep (asopposed to
theinstinctual,animal engagementwith it), Herderargues thatreflective human
language does not originate in a spoken word nor as part of a confrontation with
another human interlocutor, thatis, it does not emerge in a communicative and
social se&ing. The human being’s !rst word, according to Herder, is called forth
by his encounter with the sound of the bleating sheep, which in turn, institutes
aninternal linguistic space. The human soul, and not the human mouth, is in-
dispensable for the emergence of language. This translates, however, notinto a
purelysolipsisticimage oflanguage. Despite the fundamentalabsence ofafellow
human interlocutor, Herder makes a point of positioning speaking man withina
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life sphere,aworld. The sense ofhearing signiles precisely that: man has to hear
the sheep’sbleating in order for an internal linguistic movement to be set o’. He
also has to identify the sheep again (the Ah!—Aha! movement) in order for a
word to be seared into his soul, creating a characteristic sonic mark.

Notwithstanding the acoustic weight of this scene, another important ele-
ment of Herder’s thought emerges: although human language is not grounded
in communication or reference, it has everything to do with the world of which
humankind is part. Considering Herder’s lengthy discussion of the life spheres
and humans’ weakness in comparison to animals, the Irstword, rather than
being a representation of an object (say, the sheep), signals the constitution of
ahuman relation to the world, arelation that emerges in the Treatise against the
background of the animal’s relation to its surrounding. As a result, the human is
re-created ashaving-a-world rather than being deprived of it. The ability to hear
the bleatingand allow its sound to enter the soul and impressitself on it sig-
nals arede!nition of the human being’s relationship with the world, with hislife
sphere. The original word, therefore, is not about the sheep as object; it neither
describes it nor communicates something about it. For Herder, language marks
the distinctive way in which humanity is positioned in relation to the world. In
this sense, though it !gures as an important example, the sheep’s bleating also
carries the risk of misunderstanding. The sheep is important only insofar as it
sets into motion the human ability to orient oneselfin the world, to get hold
andarrestthe overwhelming flood of sensations. Language, in other words, fun-
damentally does not concern “aboutness” (reference or communication), but
rather, it constitutes arelationship.>*

Thisaccountoflanguage as constitutingthe possibility of relationality assuch
is not unique to Herder. It appears in a contemporaneous account of the ques-
tion of the origin of language, wri&en by Jean Jacques Rousseau, one of Herder’s
foremostrivalsinthe Treatise. Herdera&acks Rousseauseveral times, criticizing
his theory of the origin of language for turning “human beings into animals”
(Treatise 77/AS711). Herder is not only critical of Rousseau’s positions; he is
also sarcastic, sometimes even scornful, referring to his ideas as “deceptively
dazzling” and “a bubble which he drives along before him for a time but which
to his own surprise bursts on his way” (Treatise 86/AS 720). Elsewhere he
despairs, asking rhetorically who can “endure” Rousseau’s lengthy, unnecessary
“sermons” (Treatise 142 /AS 787).5° Herder contends that Rousseau’s de!ni-
tion of the “natural human being” (i.e., “his phantom” Herder writes), su’ers
from a crucial indeterminacy: “On the one hand, [he] fobs o’ with the ability
for reason; on the other hand, [he] gets invested with perfectibility, and indeed
with perfectibility as a distinctive character trait” (Treatise 94 /AS 730). Instead
of de!ning human uniqueness by way of its singular composition of thought and
perception (like his own use of Besonnenheit), Rousseau simply adds reason to



82 (ONG,)G- .)NG/

a natural creature, whose di’erence from the animal Herder therefore cannot
grasp.Eitherthiscreatureisananimaland canthereforenotpossesslanguage,or
itishumaninthe !rstplace (and “necessarily already had alanguage of the soul!,
already possessed the art of thinking which created the art of speaking” [Treatise
95/AS 731]), namely, not an animal miraculously transformed into a human
being by way of adding the faculty of reason to its otherwise animal nature.>
Although his criticism is viable to an extent, it is clear that for the most
part, Herder uses Rousseau as a straw man in the presentation of his own argu-
ment. As a consequence, he misses some crucial and fascinating similarities be-
tween Rousseau’s arguments and his own. Herder's criticism is directed toward
Rousseau’s Discourse on Inequality (generally known as the Second Discourse)
(1754),%” a text with which he was well familiar and of which he was highly crit-
ical. In my following discussion, however, [ refer to two other texts by Rousseau
which I Ind illuminating in the context of Herder’s Treatise. The Irstis Emile,
oronEducation (published in 1762, then banned and publicly burned);>®the
second is The Essay on the Origin of Languages in Which Melody and Musical
Imitation Are Treated,?a text published only posthumously (1781), almost ten
years aler Herder’s Treatise, and therefore not known to Herder at the time of
its writing. Given the very specilc context of my discussion here, I do not in-
tend to o’er anew interpretation of Rousseau’s philosophy of language, nor
do I deal with Herder polemically, defending Rousseau’s position in view of
Herder’s criticism. This digression serves me, rather, to castlight on some points
in Rousseau’sargument which I Ind importantand illuminating for my interpre-
tation of Herder’s Treatise.®®
In one of Herder’s critical comments, he explains the problematics inherent
in Rousseau’s treatment of man’s relationship to the world and the description
of his capacities: “Positthe humanbeingas the being that he is, with thatde-
gree of sensuality and that organization, in the universe: from all sides, through
all senses, this universe streams upon him in sensations. [Not] through human
senses? [Not] in a human way? Does this thinking being [not], therefore, in
comparison with the animals, get less flooded?” (Treatise 86/AS 721). Herder
is looking for what he thinks of as the “human way” of encountering the world
which he does not Ind in Rousseau. This is, however, a rather partial and crude
engagement with Roussau that misses out on some of the complexities of the
la&er’sclaims.Iwouldlike to followup ontheseand propose to takealookat
anotherrelevanttextwhich Herder does notaddress, namely, Rousseau’s Emile.
InEmile, Rousseau givesafascinating complementaryaccount of suchaflood
of sensations and describes language as emerging in consequence of human
beings’ “discomforts.” This description appears in the Irst book of Emile, when
Emile is still an infant, thatis, he does not speak as yet. Rousseau writes that the
child initially has only one language “because he has, so to speak, only one kind



Language and Attention 83

of discomfort” (Emile 65). For the child, prior to a&aining language, all needs,
wants, pains, and sorrows join into one overwhelming feeling Rousseau refers
to in terms of “discomfort” or “only one sensation of pain” (Emile 65). The child
is incapable of di’erentiating between being hungry or cold, tired, or stirred.
Rousseau describes human wants and pains as the marks the world leaves on
the child’s experience, when the world strikes it, so to speak: so long as children
“are awake, they are almost unable to remain in an indi’erent state. They sleep
orarea’ected” (Emile 64).5* The infantfeels only one thing: that somethingin
what Rousseau calls “his mode of being” causes him su’ering and needs change,
needs intervention. Devoid of language, the child is completely exposed to the
world, unable to hold back the strong flood of sensations the world unleashes
on him.%?

Itis interesting to contemplate this description against the backdrop of the
more prevalent Romantic view of childhood, which hinges on the child’s inno-
cent, primordial, and original experience of the world. In the adult view of the
child’s concentrated, pure gaze, it a’ords a glimpse into a prelinguistic, blissful
mode of experiencing the world, an experience no longer possible for one who
haslost thisunique gaze once language was gained. Rousseau, in Emile, o’ersan
entirely di’erentaccount: instead of being calm and composed, the prelinguistic
stage (common to infantand savage) is marked by violent outbursts of pain, fear,
and su’ering. With the child’s entrance into language, these pains gradually
lessen as they cometo enterthelinguistic space ofexpression.®®

Thisisthe background to Rousseau’sargument:language emerges as a shield
against the overwhelming flood of perception. Only when equipped with lan-
guage, is the child able to position itself facing the world rather than being com-
pletely submerged by it. Without properlinguistic distance fromthe world there
is, so to speak, no world at all, or at least—the world cannot become part of
human experience. Rousseau’s argument here is strikingly similar to Herder’s
description of the di’erence between humans and animals in the context of
the la&er’s discussion of the “life spheres.” For Herder too, language is born
from a human weakness, not strength, and he too formulates human frailty in
terms of humans’ relationship to their surrounding world. Herder introduces
Besonnenheit as the capacity that determines the uniquely human way of
encountering the world, allowing man to appropriate it from the overwhelming
flood. For Rousseau, the story unfolds somewhat di’erently: the infantlacks
language and is therefore unable to keep the world atbay or experienceitas
di’erentiated. Language not only shields or protects us by means of providing a
barrier to absorb the shock of the immediate encounter with reality, but it also
has the power to soothe this encounter and alter the very experience it yields.
With this claim, Rousseau raises an issue that is also formative for Herder’s ar-
gument: for both authors, the frailty of the not-yet speaking infant is not social
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orcommunicative innature.Itinvolves, rather,an impaired ability to experience
the world. The authors do not formulate the intersection between language and
worldassemiotic: thatis,arelationshipinwhichlanguagedescribes, refersto,or
signilesthe world. Rather, for both thinkers, the relationship between language
and world evinces a conundrum: their linguistic abilities protect humans from
the forceful flood ofan allegedly preexisting world, butatthe same time humans
can only have aworld insofar as they have language.®*

It is worthwhile to turn to Agamben’s idea of “infancy” here. Although
Agamben mentions the terminrelation toneither Herder nor Rousseau, his
understanding of the interrelations between infancy, language, and experi-
enceisimportantin the context of my discussion. Agamben poses the ques-
tion of experience as a linguistic problem, arguing that the two—Ilanguage
and experience —cannot be separated. The possibility of human experience
is essentially linked with the acquisition of language, since experience “cannot
merely be something which chronologically precedes language and which, at
a certain point, ceases to exist in order to spill into speech. It is not a para-
disewhich,atacertainmoment, weleave foreverinordertospeak;rather, it
coexists in its origins with language —indeed, is itself constituted through the
appropriation ofitbylanguage in eachinstance to produce the individual as
subject.”® There is, in other words, no extra-linguistic paradise, no possibility
to experience outside language, or in-fantly (Agamben here refers directly to
the Latin infantia designating the inability to speak, a state of being without lan-
guage).®® Agamben uses Humboldt’s theory of language, speci!cally the la&er’s
claim that our naive image of a language-less human being who gradually and
naturally formed its own language is a fantasy. According to Humboldt, hu-
manity can never be separated from language; it is, rather, “language whereby
man is de!ned as man.”®” On this Agamben elaborates thatsince itis only
through language that the individual is constituted, there is no form of anteri-
ority tolanguage.

Rousseau’s interesting use of pain as exemplary for the “flood” demonstrates an
emergent reciprocity at the convergence between pain and language: language is
constituted and comes aboutby pain, but painisalso re-formed and transmuted
by language. When the child learns to speak, it also learns to feel; what changes
therefore, areits sensationsthemselvesand notonly their expressions. Once we
have subjected the sensation of pain to its linguistic expression, we also expe-
rience itdi’erently. In this sense, the u&erance “lamin pain” does notrepre-
sentthe painbutactually changesthe verywaypaina’ectsus,howitisfeltin
and on our bodies. What lies below the threshold of intense pain can apparently
dissolve into the u&erance of the word “pain,” that is, the physical sensation is
molli'ed as it dissolves into language. Such expression, according to Rousseau,
would be anew, “appropriate,” or proportionate understanding and articulation
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of the experience of pain. Where there isa cry or scream of pain, it would signal
not merely the presence of pain but its intensity as well.®®

Yet even for Rousseau, such a replacement has the structure of a res-
idue: “As soon as Emile has once said, ‘It hurts,” very intense pains indeed
will be needed to force him to cry” (Emile 77). In moments of extreme pain,
the now-speaking child is overwhelmed by an intensity of pain that cannot
be “replaced” with speech. With this, Rousseau sets a clear threshold beyond
which linguistic substitution no longer operates; the sensation of pain can be
enclosed and encompassed within the word “pain” only up to a certain degree.
Incasesofintensepain,nowordswillsuOcetoexpressthesensationinsucha
way that the sensation is, literally, expressed. At such alevel of pain, even those
possessing language will burst into inarticulate cries. This demonstrates how,
despite his account of the development and progression of language, Rousseau
still retains language’s essential connection to its point of origin. Even aler
Emile acquires the linguistic capabilities to express his pain in words, he does
notlose his ability and need toimmediately voice his painin aninarticulate
and passionate manner.

Rousseau points to what he understands as two forms of expression here —
the cry and the word: “When children begin to speak, they cry less. This is a nat-
ural progress. One language is substituted for the other. As soon as they can say
with words that they are in pain, why would they say it with cries, except when
the pain is too intense for speech to express it?” (Emile 77). With this, Rousseau
not only refers to the transition from a state of nature to a socially constructed
form of expression: from the natural inarticulate cry to socially constituted
speech; butalso,and more important, he suggests thereisan unequivocal di’er-
ence between cryand word. Rousseau here does not merely wish to pointattwo
di’erent forms of language; he has a more decisive claim at stake —namely, that
thesetwolanguagesaremutually exclusive.Speechdoesnotrepresentthecryor
even the sensation of pain; instead, it replaces them.® Rousseau’s argument can
almost read as if the very u&erance of the word “pain” itself were powerful enough
to weaken and soothe the intensity of the actual physical pain. Emile learns that
speaking of his pain (instead of wildly screaming it out) is an acceptable social
behavior. And learning to speak is always coupled with entry not only into lan-
guage but also into the linguistic community. Over and beyond this, Rousseau’s
argumentalso implies, taking a somewhat Wi&gensteinian turn, that for Emile,
ratherthan consciously suppressing or smotheringhis cry of painin orderto be-
have “socially,” he Inds that the advent of speech actually alters the experience
of pain. Here the interesting implication is that the child’s entry into language
also marks a reentry into its own world. In contrast with his discussion of the
origin oflanguage in the Discourse, in Emile Rousseau proposesaview thatis nei-
therlimitedtotherepresentational, referential,and communicative functions of
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language nor to humans’ ability to imitate nature with language (precisely what
Herder criticizes). Emile o’ers a di’erent argument: by acquiring language, the
child acquires the world anew, becoming re-oriented and re-positioned within
it; and more explicitly, the child now has a di’erent relation to it.

This, I believe, is akey elementin the presentimagined encounter (or, re-
encounter) between Herder and Rousseau. Language enables human beings
to make distinctions in a world that assails their exposed senses.” Similar to
Herder’s uniquely human Besonnenheit, which di’erentiates a wave, singling it
out as something with which the soul entertains a relationship, Rousseau’s for-
mulation oflanguage provides us with anaccountin which the child’sacqui-
sition of language marks his having a world and, simultaneously, being able to
orienthimself within it. One intriguing aspect of this understanding of language
isthatherelanguage appearsnotonlyasarelationship butalso as providing the
human being with a type of measure or yardstick. Rousseau invokes this idea in
alongandtellingfootnoteinthe second book of Emile, wherehecitesBu’on’s
Histoire Naturelle to elucidate some points in his own discussion of fear and spe-
cilcally his claim thatfearisaconsequence of “ignorance of the things which
surround us and of what is going on about us” (Emile 134). Bu’on’s writings
o’er an interesting account of how the initial appearance of objects around us
may be far more threatening and frightful than they “really” are, as Rousseau
formulatesit. Using examples such ashorses, flies,and sheep (!), Bu’on explains
how our misjudging of the proper distance between us and the object of expe-
rience can directly a’ect our perception, or more precisely, determine whether
our perception is “appropriate.” Rousseau quotes Bu’on as follows: “From this
cometheterrorandkind ofinnerfearthatthe darkness of night causesalmostall
men to feel. On this is founded the appearance of specters and gigantic, frightful
Igures that so many people say theyhaveseen This must,indeed, surprise
and frighten him up until he Inally gets to touch the object or to recognize it, for
at the very instant he recognizes what it is, the object which appeared gigantic
will suddenly diminish and will nolongerappear tobe anythingbutits real size”
(Emile 134-135fn.).

Althoughlanguageisnotatthe center of Bu’on’sdiscussion, hisargument
is nevertheless thought provoking in regard to Rousseau’s account of pain and
fear. What Bu’on describes as “mastery” of the experience of the world by the
“correction” or counterbalance one must make of one’s initial, inaccurate, and
inappropriate experience is precisely echoed in Rousseau’s discussion of the re-
lationship between the sensation of pain and itsarticulation inwords.In Bu’on’s
account, fear of an unknown gigantic object in the dark provides us, Irst, with
an “inappropriate” perception and judgment; only subsequently, this inappro-
priate perception may transform into knowledge of the object’s appropriate or
proper nature, so thatit can berecognized for “whatitis” (notamonster but
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asheep).InRousseau’saccount, however,unlikein Bu’on’s, the correction or
transformation of the initial overwhelming sensation into a manageable and
con!ned linguistic u&erance is achieved not by observation but as a result of
the very acquisition of language. Bu’on’s notion of the inappropriateness of our
perceptionsinthe dark reappears in Rousseau’saccount, referring this time not
tothe dark of night but to the dark of language-less-ness. For Rousseau, the cor-
rection of experience, the moment in which we can make the experience “ap-
propriate” or neutralize it, is a purely linguistic moment. Our perception of the
world as well as our experience of pain or fear, in this example, can only become
appropriate when they are appropriated by language.

Language as Relation: Herder and Rousseau

This notion of language as !rst replacing the initial feeling or emotive reaction,
and second, being capable of assuaging or “down-sizing” the intensity of the re-
action, can also be found in Rousseau’s Essayonthe OriginofLanguages. In the
celebrated third chapter of the Essay (“That the !rstlanguage musthavebeen !g-
urative”), Rousseau is preoccupied with !gurative and literal language, tackling
the question of precedence, or in this case, which came !rst. Rousseau argues
that!gurativelanguage precedesliterallanguage,and, moreover, thatliteral lan-
guage can only appear aler the !gurative, emotive encounter with the world
has initiated the !rst linguistic u&erance (Essay 253-254). But here, Rousseau
encountersalogical diOculty: how can !gurative expression, usually considered
to be constructed around literal meaning, in fact precede an object’s literal
meaning (which Rousseaualso calls “proper meaning”)? How can the meta-
phoricand !gurative expression be a condition for a “proper” or “true” linguistic
u&erance, rather than the other way around? To account for this problem and
justify his argument, Rousseau provides an example:

Asavage meeting otherswill at 'rsthave been frightened. His fright will
havemadehimseethesemenaslargerandstrongerthanhimself;hewill
have called them Giants. Aler much experience he will have recognized
that since these supposed Giants are neither bigger nor stronger than
he, their stature did not !t the idea that he had initially a&ached to the
word Giant. Hewill therefore inventanother name commonboth to
them and to himself, for example the name man, and he will restrict the
name Giant to the false object that had struck him during his illusion.
Thisishowthe !gurative word arises before the proper [orliteral] word
does, when passion holds our eyes spellbound and the !rst idea which
itpresents to usis notthat ofthe truth. (Essay 254)
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Isuggest that we read this passage in light of Rousseau’s argumentin Emile.
Whatwe have hereisnota child butasavage, whose role in the story is that
ofa “child of humanity,” or onein his pre-social, infantile phase (literally “in-
fantile”: the inability to use language). Here Rousseau describes the savage’s
very Irstencounter with another humanbeing. This isasurprising and pas-
sionate moment giving rise to a strong emotional response that takes the form
of fear.”* The intensity of this fear leads the savage to construe the other as
“larger and stronger” than himself. The resulting u&erance marks a moment
in which, in Rousseau’s words, “passion holds our eyes spellbound,” orin a
di’erent translation, “our gaze is held in passionate fascination” (Essay 254).
This fascination does notlead to language butrather to a play ofimages that
keeps language suspended. Language can only begin when this spell of fasci-
nation is broken. “Giant” is hence neither a linguistic description nor some
otherrepresentation ofthe objectencountered.Itisan expressionthatcom-
pletely escapes any propositional or communicative structure, giving voice to
the deep fear the encounter with the other arouses.”

The Irst u&erance, “giant,” according to Rousseau, fails in two signi!cant
ways: Irst, it fails to di.fferentiate the encountered object (a man) from the over-
whelmingpassionitinduced (fear); and second, itfailsinaccuratelyjudging
the nature, and especially the size, of the object at hand. Rephrased in terms of
Rousseau’s initial problem, when the savage !rst encounters another man, his
initial word “giant” expresses !gurative meaning, whereas the following word
“man” indicates the literal or “proper” meaning of the object. The essential
error or misjudgment is expressed in the word “giant,” which is later correctedin
the word “man.” Rousseau sums up his example as follows: “Since the illusory
image presented by passion showed itself Irst, the language answering to it was
invented Irst; subsequently itbecame metaphorical when the enlightened mind
recognized its original error and came to use expressions of that Irst language
only when moved by the same passion as had produced it” (Essay 254). But
thisimportantexamplenotonly establishes Rousseau’sargumentregardingthe
relationship between !gurative and literal meaning. | want to suggest here that
italso, and foremost, demonstrates something about the structure of language
itself. The word “giant” did not, in e’ect, refer to the other man at all; rather,
the word referred to the passion that the encounter with the other man induced,
namely, fear.Only when the feeling itself has subsided, whenitis “purged” of the
distortion of the initial emotive response, can the described object receive its
“proper” or “true” name: “man.”

This might clarify Rousseau’s insistence on the primacy of the !gurative. If
the lgurative ormetaphorical is the way in which language expresses something
by means of its relation to something else — and marks language’s return to the
object through something else —then, the possibility of saying “man” can only
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becomefeasiblealer“giant”isexpressed.Itisinthissense,asFriedlanderpoints
out in his discussion of Rousseau’s Reveries of a Solitary Walker, the vehemence
of the strong passions might suggestan excess of meaning, inherent to language
itself: “To face the predicament, to be truthful in the face of such excess, would
demand in the Irst place le&ing yourself be exposed to it. [T]he exposure
to meaning requires precisely giving up intention, withstanding the excess.””?
Aproportionate linguisticappraisal of the object athand can therefore only
come about with the counterbalancing or evening-out of the excessive expres-
sion of passion. Friedlander continues to explain that the linguistic detour by
which the Igurative has the power to return us to its object by way of something
else, ostensibly false, is in fact necessary when there is no way to speak directly
of the thingitself.”*

Comparing this argumentation with the former discussion of pain in Emile,
we can trace a con!guration in which Rousseau’s psychological intuitions about
thechild priortohisentryintolanguage (in Emile) areadapted into linguistic
ones (inthe Essay). The replacement of the child’s inarticulate cry with aword is
consummately echoed by the substitution of “giant” with “man.” In both cases,
the substitution essentially has a soothing or calming e’ect, with the initial ex-
cess of feeling neutralized through the equanimity or composure of the word.
The Irst cry or exclamation of fear—here the word “giant” is considered an ex-
clamation, not a word—marks a heightened emotional response. The second
u&erance, however —whether a sentence “I'm in pain” or the new word “man”—
isacomposed, “collected” u&erance, expressing the neutralization of the initial
strong emotive response.

But Rousseau’s explanation of the way in which the linguistic u&erance
“downsizes” the object, restoring it to its “true size”— takes into account only the
measures of the object at stake (the other human being or, in Emile, the child’s
specilc want). The linguistic sign representing this object indeed transforms
from the 'gurative to the literal, and thus, precisely con!rms Rousseau’s hy-
pothesis about the primacy of the !gurative. But what this account overlooks
is that the initial u&erance can be considered un!t only insofar as the object
at hand is concerned, but not when it refers to the emotion that this object
induces in the subject. That s to say, when the child cries or the savage exclaims
“giant,” these expressions might be linguistic exaggerations in reference to the
object of expression (whether hunger or man), butthey are a perfectly accurate
rendering of the child’s or savage’s emotive and passionate response to it. The
hungry or tired child infactcries out in pain, and the savage is undeniably scared.
Articulate language can be said to enter the passionate scene so as to downsize
theappearance ofthe objectorneutralize the terror with whichit strikes us;
what it describes, however, is not the object itself (that can now be “resized”)
but rather the passion (in our case, fear, pain, or a more general experience of
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su’ering). “Giant,” therefore, denotes fear whereas “man” points at another
human being, similar in size, confronting the savage. The transformation of the
child’s cry and the savage’s exclamation into “literal” or “true sized” words is
therefore not merely a transition between di’erent languages as Rousseau has
it; itrelates, rather, to a change in language’s very object of reference: instead of
referring to the object encountered, it refers to the passion engendered in the
speaker by the encounter.

In his famous interpretation of this scene,” Derrida explains the importance
of the “inadequacy” of metaphor:

it is the inadequation of the designation (metaphor) which properly
expresses the passion. If fear makes me see giants where there are only
men, the signiler—as the idea of the object—will be metaphoric, but
thesignilerofmypassionwillbeliteral. AndifIthensay“Iseegiants,”
that false designation will be a literal expression of my fear. For in fact
[ see giants and there is a sure truth there.””®

Derrida’semphasis hereis onthe unique wayinwhich the true (a’ect) comes
together with the false (reference to an object), forming the metaphoric struc-
ture: the word “giant” might be a false or inadequate designation of the object
(anotherman)yetitisaproperandtherebyliteral expression ofthe passionthat
this objectinduces in the savage (fear). The word “giant” refers, therefore, not to
the object standing before the savage but rather the fearsome manner in which
the other man appeared before the savage, namely, as giant, fearsome, stronger,
and so on.

ThisisthemeaningofDerrida’saforementioned claimabouttheinadequation
ofthe designation: fear is, therefore, notan object initself, nor does itarise from
the mere di’erence in size between the two men. It is the inadequacy itself that
expresses the fear, so that the gap between (1) the signiler’s inadequacy in re-
lationtothesigniled,and (2)itsadequacyandaccuracyinregard towhatthe
object in fact induces in me (fear) —this very gap represents the structure of
passion. Derrida criticizes positions that situate the passions somehow within
the subject, as if it were some internal “content” that is then, in turn, expressed
linguistically: “The fact that ‘giant’ is literal as sign of fear not only does not pre-
vent, but on the contrary implies, that it should be nonliteral or metaphoric as
sign of the object. It cannot be the idea-sign of the passion without presenting
itselfastheidea-signofthe presumed cause ofthatpassion, openinganexchange
with the outside.””” Fear is not inthe subject and not inthe object: it emerges
fromthe gapbetweenthem or perhapsinheresinthe momentthe speaking sub-
ject experiences the object. Derrida’s claim implies that language does not rep-
resent the passion qua object, since the passion is always about a relationship
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between people, man, and world, and so forth. The vehemence of passion is felt,
and represented, only from within a di’erence, a gap. Derrida’s account is not
only consequential for our understanding of Rousseau butalso pertinentin that
it provides a perspective on the nature of the encounter between passions and
languagein general: passions emerge from,and appearin, the in-between, inthe
relation, and therefore cannot be captured or expressed with a demonstrative
gesture, as referential content.

Inhis critique of Derrida,”® Paul de Man accuses him of producing an inter-
pretation that dangerously resembles Rousseau’s own text. However, instead of
reading the “real” Rousseau, he deconstructs a “pseudo-Rousseau,” thus pro-
viding what de Man calls “a classical case of critical blindness.””” De Man agrees
with Derrida that the word “giant” “may be objectively false (the other man is
not in fact any taller) but it is subjectively candid (he seems taller to the fright-
ened subject); the statement may be an error butitis not a lie, as it “expresses”
the inner experience correctly.”® However, de Man criticizes Derrida for re-
mainingtrappedinthetraditionalunderstanding of passionasakind ofbridging
betweeninside and outside when he claims that “giant” referstoaninner feeling
of fear. According to de Man, Derrida fails to understand that the reason for fear
has to do with a concrete appearance of something in the external world, with
“observable data” (de Man understands Derrida as o’ering an internal state of
a’airs as fear’s object, a disputable interpretation). Fear results from a funda-
mental distrust: what appears before me is a man who seems similar to me in
size, yet despite this apparent similarity, he may in fact pose a threat. In other
words, fear is the result of my suspecting a possible discrepancy between the ex-
ternal and internal properties of entities and has to do with an inherent “fear”
thatthingsarenotastheyappeartobe,thatthe “reassuringly familiarand similar
outside mightbe a trap.”®

DeMano’ersanalternative understanding of the function of passions and
emotions by employing an epistemic frame of reference:

Thefear ofanothermanishypothetical; no one cantrustaprecipice,
butitremainsanopen question, for whoeveris neither a paranoiac nor
a fool, whether one can trust one’s fellow man. By calling him a “giant”
one freezeshypothesis, or!ction, into factand makes fear, itselfa!g-
ural state of suspended meaning, intoa de!nite, proper meaning devoid
of alternatives. The metaphor “giant,” used to connote man, has indeed
aproper meaning (fear), but this meaning is notreally proper: it refers
toacondition of permanent suspense between aliteral world in which
appearance and nature coincide and a !gural world in which this cor-
respondence isno longer a priori posited. Metaphor is error because it
believesorfeignstobelieveinitsownreferentialmeaning.?
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For de Man, “giant” refers to a moment of epistemic suspension or indetermi-
nacy.lttherefore designates neitherthe objectnorthe passion butthe epistemic
oscillation between the two. The savage uses the word “giant” toreferto the man
facing him, but what the word actually designates is the state of a suspension of
meaning within which the savage Inds himself, overwhelmed by fear.

De Man criticizes Derrida for using passion to compensate for the inherent
discrepancy between the outward appearances of objectsand their “true” inner
properties, since for de Man, this discrepancy is precisely what cannot be re-
solved. For Rousseau, de Man continues, “all passions—whether they be love,
pity, anger, or even a borderline case between passion and need such as fear—
are characterized by such a discrepancy; they are based not on the knowledge
thatsuchadi’erence exists, buton the hypothesis thatitmightexist, a possi-
bility thatcan neverbe provenordisproven by empirical or by analytical means.
Astatementof distrustis neither true nor false: itisrather in the nature of a per-
manent hypothesis.”® De Man’s argument in these last lines illuminates some-
thing crucialabouttherelationshipbetweenlanguage and the passions: our fear
or distrust does not stem from an actual breach or contradiction. It originates,
rather, from the possibility that such a discrepancy exists. “Giant” therefore, does
notdesignate an object orits size, or even whatI feel toward it; it expresses,
rather,the potential risk that whatIseeisnot,soto speak, whatIget. This po-
tentialis clearly inherentin, and essential to, language as such. The origin oflan-
guage cannotbediscussed withouttakingintoaccountthisrisk.®*

Itisnowonderthen, that Rousseau choseto focuson problems of propor-
tion (whether problems of a disproportionate evaluation of size or an allegedly
exaggerated emotive response). Such problems highlight the fact that language
isalways about an encounter with an other (whether man, animal, or object)
and is therefore always an expression of a relationship between speaking man
and something or someone other than himself, a way to assess and express
the implications of such an encounter. (This is also true where languages do
not communicate outwardly but express “inner content” such as feelings and
thought; thiswould bewhatHerderreferstoas cases ofthe “soul speaking to
itself”). Moreover, as Bruns a&entively remarks, fear and pain are the “hidden
meaning of all human speech, as if it were so that the very words | am speaking
now containedasecretexpression offear.”Fearand painare therefore thelatent
but fundamental content of human speech, its point of origin but also, and fore-
most,itsinnermostnature.Ratherthanignoringitasmerelynostalgic, Rousseau
retains the emotional, original linguistic u&erance as the infra-structure of lan-
guage as such —a structure that is revealed in extreme moments of passion and
linguistic moments alike: in the experience of deep su’ering, in intense pain, as
well as (and not less important!) in !gurative and metaphoric language. What
all these moments share is that they touch on an extreme; pushing the limits of
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the human ability to bear its su’ering and to give it expression. In this sense my
reading of Rousseau crucially !gures moments in which language itself, and not
onlythefeeling of su’ering, reachesitslimits.Inthese moments, where language
does not function as a mere signifying apparatus, something essential about its
originand internal structure standsrevealed. And the same goes for the very ex-
perience of being human: its contours grow sharp and its nature unfolds only at
its extremes, when it strikes the limits of the experience of being human —and
su’ering is one such salient limit.

My point in bringing together Rousseau and Herder is that the word “giant,”
much like the sheep’s bleating, demonstrates that in language the object and its
impression cannot, essentially, be experienced in isolation from one another.
Thereinlies the uniqueness of Herder’sand Rousseau’s theories of language. For
both, language constructs a space of experience whose con!guration does not
enable crude distinctions between objects, perceptions, and a’ects. Rousseau’s
savage fearing the giant other, as well as Herder’s bleating which is forcefully
imprinted on the human soul, demonstrate precisely this. The bleating sheep
is perhaps singled out and separated from the flood of sensations by the human
beingwho haslanguage, butitis notand cannotbe separated from this same
human being who experiences it. The word “giant” expresses neither the other
man as object nor the passion that it induces in the speaker; it is avehement ex-
clamation expressing the passionate content of the encounter itself —savage and
other man, man and bleating sheep —experienced in an indivisible linguistic ex-
panse. Moreover, both thinkers similarly contemplate the problematicinherent
inthe encounter between language and passion. Considering such anencounter
in terms of the relationship between language and pain, we could say that for
both Herderand Rousseau, the question athand is notso much whetherlan-
guage is capable or incapable of fully or accurately encapsulating a given sen-
sation or passion. Rather, for both Herder and Rousseau, the strong eruption
of passion becomes the condition of possibility for the emergence of linguistic
expression. This is not because language is capable of representing or referring to
the passion but because the la&er provides an extreme case in the face of which
alone language can emerge.
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