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Albert Schultens (1686–1750) and primeval language:  
the crisis of a tradition and the turning point of a discourse  
 
JOSEF ESKHULT 
Uppsala University, Sweden 
 
1. Introduction 
1.1 Aim and scope 
In modern history-writing on philology and linguistics, the Dutch Orientalist Albert Schultens 
(1686–1750) holds a prominent position as a pioneer of comparative Semitics.1 His reputation 
as a groundbreaking innovator dates back to his own time and continues through the 18th and 
19th centuries.2 From an epistemological point of view, his major achievement was to lay a 
firm empirical basis for studying Biblical Hebrew lexis and grammar, namely the principle of 
systematic comparison with cognate languages. Schultens applied this method in his 
phonological, etymological and grammatical work, which served the discipline of Bible 
philology. As a proficient Arabist, he used Arabic in particular for comparison with Biblical 
Hebrew. He distinguished himself as a comparative philologist in a number of treatises.3 For 
more than thirty years he taught Oriental languages at Dutch universities, in Franeker 1713–
1729 and Leiden 1732–1750. 

In the course of his comparative work, Schultens was to reconsider the traditional common 
belief in the sacred and primeval status of Hebrew. He redefined the position of Hebrew in 
terms of its relationship to Semitic languages. In doing so, he created the concept – but not the 
term – of a definite group of cognate Oriental languages descending from a common source.4 
Furthermore, he criticized the reasons why Hebrew commonly was considered identical with 
the primeval language and why the primeval language was believed to have been preserved 
exclusively among the Hebrews 

In defending his methodology, Schultens dealt with the identity and nature of the primeval 
language. This aricle aims to describe the metalinguistic positions Schultens took in the early 
modern discourse on these topics and explains his metadiscursive criticism of the discourse 
itself. In this way, significant points of discontinuity, that is, changes and breaks, in the 
linguistic theorizing of the eighteenth century may be expected to be found. 

This article sets the following aims (1) to elucidate the historical and disciplinary context 
of Schultens’ metalinguistic ideas; 

(2) to explore Schultens’ program for comparative Semitics; 
(3) to describe his conceptualization of the origin, kinship and internal change of Semitic 

languages; 
(4) to account for his refutation of and metadiscursive reflection on the traditional idea. 

                                                 
1 Primarily Mühlau 1870: 14–16; Goshen-Gottstein 1979: 146; Burnett 2008: 787, 792–794; Rubin 2013: 450. 
See also Brugman and Schröder 1979: 27; Cohen 1973: 188; Covington 1979: 707–708, Haßler and Neis 2009: 
499, Kaltner 1996: 4–5; Nat 1929: 37; Nordegraaf 1996: 233, and Strack 1906: 797, who refers to Schultens as 
“Pfadfinder und Wegebahner”. 
2 Hunt 1748: 24; Michaelis 1757: 364; Ruhnkenius 1824 [1768]: 28, Hetzel 1776: 319–22; Eichhorn 1807: 481–
82, 610; Gesenius 1815: 127. Tate 1832: 509. A Dutch school of Hebrew philology was known as schola 
Schultensiana and its foremost exponents were Niclas Wilhelm Schröder (1721–98), Everard Scheidius (1742–
94), Jan Jacob Schultens (1716–1788) and Henric Albert Schultens (1746–1793). 
3 See Schultens 1733 (on phonetics), Schultens 1724 and Schultens 1731 (on lexis and semantics), and Schultens 
1737a (on Hebrew grammar),  Schultens 1745–49 (on Aramaic grammar); Schultens 1748 (on Arabic grammar).  
4 This concept corresponds to that of Semitic languages, the term for which was coined later in the 18th century. 
It is first recorded in August Ludwig Schlözer’s treatise on the Chaldaeans, “Von den Chaldäern”, in 1781, but 
its rapid spread as a term appears to be due to Johann Gottfried Eichhorn. See further Baasten 2003: 57–71. The 
new term met the demands of the discipline of ethnographical universal history as practised by Schlözer himself. 
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1.2 Previous research on Albert Schultens and the primeval language 
In linguistic historiography, there are some studies that deal with the discourse about the 
primeval language  during 1500–1750,5 but there is almost no systematic exploration of the 
topic. An attempt at a systematization is provided by Cordula Neis, who surveys the concepts 
and historical progress of the discourse at issue, though without distinguishing it from the 
debate on the origin of language (Haßler and Neis 2009: 485–513, the entry on “Ursprache”). 

Albert Schultens’ metalinguistic ideas have attracted some attention in the historiography 
of philology and linguistics. However, since the nineteenth century, he is often labelled as a 
hyperarabist with reference to his excessive use of Arabic in explaining Biblical Hebrew (e.g. 
Gesenius 1813: 128; Kaltner 1996: 4) or accused of having reduced the importance of Arabic 
to merely being a handmaiden of theology (Fück 1955: 107; Brugman & Schröder 1979: 26).  

Moreover, linguistic historiography has raised the question whether Schultens developed a 
concept of a Semitic proto-language.6 However, modern scholarship has still not been able to 
answer it sufficiently. With some few exceptions (Covington 1979; Burnett 2008), modern 
scholars have confined themselves to his Schultens’ dissertation De utilitate linguae Arabica 
in interpretanda Sacra Scriptura (1706). Johann Fück (1955: 105) mistakenly presumes that 
Schultens accepted the idea that Arabic and Aramaic are daughters of Hebrew as the primeval 
language. He concludes this on the basis of the 1706 dissertation. However, this conclusion 
does not hold true. Rather it is contrary to the theory of linguistic kinship that Schultens was 
to propose and assert later on. This article fills the lack of research in linguistic historiography 
by exploring Schultens’ mature linguistic treatises from 1737–1748. 
 
1.3 Primary sources 
In the course of his later career, as professor of Oriental languages at the university of Leiden 
(1732–1750) Schultens published a great deal on topics concerning the primeval language. He 
reports that he began to oppose the doctrine of the primeval and sacred status of Hebrew 
“after having grown old teaching it” (Schultens 1748a: xcviii).  

His metalinguistic reflection on the topics primarily is found: (1) in his two speeches on 
the antiquity of the Arabic language in 1729 and 1732, (2) in the preface and introduction to 
his Hebrew grammar Institutiones (Schultens 1737a), (3) in the program of his principles for 
language research: Vetus et regia via Hebraizandi (Schultens 1738a), (4) in the defence of his 
research into the lexico-semantic origins of Hebrew (Schultens 1738b). 

His metadiscursive analysis is found in several treatises: (1) in his three expositions of van 
der Honert’s treatise (Honert 1738) on the primeval language (Schultens 1739); (2) in the 
preface to his Latin translation of the Proverbs of Solomon (Schultens 1748a);  (3) in the 
preface to his re-edition of the Arabic grammar of Thomas Erpenius (Schultens 1748b). 

Schultens also wrote a treatise specifically on the primeval language, but was never able to 
get it published. In the preface to his Latin translation of the Proverbs of Solomon, he refers to 
it seven times as a forthcoming Dissertatio de lingua primaeva and twice as only Dissertatio.7 
 
2. Intellectual historical background 
2.1 The previous discourse on the primeval language 

                                                 
5 E.g., Borst 1960–1961; Dutz-Kaczmarek 2000, Droixhe 1978 and 2000; Eco 1995; Eskhult 2013; Klein 1999. 
6 Fellman 1978: 51–53; Covington 1979: 707–08: Muller 1986: 9–20; Burnett 2008: 782 and 792–94. 
7 Schultens 1748a: 66, 67, 83, 87, 89–90, 92, 101, and 103. Leiden University Library possesses two manuscripts 
that likely represents the contents of Dissertatio de lingua primaeva: Theses de lingua primaeva, ms. Or. 1469 
(12) or Hebr. 137 (12), in the hand of Jan Jacob Schultens, and De lingua primaeva per theses ad meam mentem, 
in the hand of Albert Schultens, ms. Or. 1460 d or Hebr. 128 d. The former manuscript (Or. 1469) is likely a fair 
copy of a now lost complete draft by Albert Schultens. 
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2.1.1 The primeval language: the concept and terminology 
In early modern European thought, the biblical narrative of human prehistory (Gen. 1–11) 
served as guideline for conceptualizing the linguistic past of humankind in prehistoric times. 
It provided two bases: (1) at the Creation God endowed man with the ability to speak and (2) 
at building of the Tower of Babel God confused and divided the originally single language of 
all mankind (Gen. 11:1–9). In the Republic of Letters, the historical existence of such a 
primordial language was taken for granted. The question was its identity. This was a topic of 
scholarly inquiry that peaked in the period 1640–1750. Dating back to antiquity, this question 
was made topical in the middle of the sixteenth century and declined rapidly after 1750, when 
it was succeeded by another discourse, viz. the topic of the origin of language as such or how 
speech itself originated, which was one of the philosophical evolutionary questions of the 
Enlightenment.8 Before linguistics arose as a separate academic discipline, the discourse on 
the identity and nature of the primeval language served as a forum for discussing the origin, 
kinship and change of languages.9 

Furthermore, the concept of the primeval language is consistent with the periodization of 
world history in early modern chronology and historiography. At first, the identification of the 
primeval language increased in importance, as the original linguistic unity of humankind was 
believed to belong to the not-too-distant past. The Creation was computed to 4000 BC. After 
that, world history was divided into a sequence of well-defined epochs. The first extended 
from the Creation to the Flood or to the Confusion of Languages, a period lasting 1656 or 
1757 years respectively, according the common chronology. To signify the language spoken 
in that period, the term lingua primaeva was coined.10 It properly means “the language of the 
first age (of the world)”.11 It hardly refers to the quality of a youthful language, as claimed by 
Cordula Neis: “Die Bezeichnung lingua primaeva ordnet der Ursprache der Jugendlichkeit zu 
und beschreibt sie damit – trotz ihres hohen Alters – als eine junge, unverbrauchte Sprache, 
die noch keine Veränderungen erlebt hat” (Haßler and Neis 2009: 485).12 

The concept of a primeval language was also thematicized in several other terms. The most 
frequent of these were lingua antediluviana, i.e. the language before the Flood, lingua prima, 
i.e. the first language, and lingua primigenia, i.e. the firstborn language. 

 
2.1.2 Hebrew as the primeval language: the reasons adduced 
In the Republic of Letters, Hebrew was generally considered the mother of all other languages 
until the mid to latter part of the eighteenth century,13 although this idea was not entirely 
unchallenged before that time.14 Most Christian scholars were for several reasons convinced 

                                                 
8 Eichhorn 1807: 1 makes a definite distinction between this discourse and that on the identity of the primordial 
language. For surveys of the discourse on the origin of language in the 18th and 19th century, see e.g. Aarsleff 
1974: 93-156; Stam 1976; and Neis 2010: 551-556.  
9 E.g. Simone 1998: 163–165; Salmon 1996: 5; van Hal and Considine 2010: 64, and Kaulen 1861: 71. 
10 In ancient Latin, the adjective primaevus, -a, -um is attested in basically two proper senses: either “that which 
belongs to the earliest time of anything” or “that which pertains to the first age of a human being”, i.e. the 
infancy or childhood (Thesaurus linguae Latinae, s.v. primaevus I B and I A). As an English loanword it is often 
used in the former sense (OED, s.v primeval A β). 
11 Rudolphi 1746: 5 defines lingua primaeva as “the one and the same language used by the entire world before 
and after the Flood until its confusion at Babel”. 
12 The quality of being unchangeable was certainly attributed to the primeval language, but the conception that it 
was a youthful language cannot be expected to have emerged until the late 18th century, when humankind, and 
each nation separately, more and more began to be conceived as individuals in different stages of progress, from 
infancy to adult age (Eichhorn 1803: 5–6 and 50). 
13 Encyclopedia Britannica 1910 s.v. Indo-European languages, 495: “Till the latter part of the 18th century, it 
was the practice to refer all languages ultimately to a Hebrew origin (…)”. 
14 For a 18-century critical survey of the subject, see An universal history 1740: 151–154. 
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of the primordial status and holy quality of Hebrew as a language. As formulated by Buxtorf 
the Younger, these reasons were:15 

(1) The perfection of the Hebrew language. God, as a perfect being, gave Adam, as a perfect 
man, a perfect language. 

(2) The external form (externa forma), i.e. morphology, of the Hebrew language. Since 
Mesopotamia (Assyria) was the cradle of civilization, some language in this area ought to be the 
primeval one. As Hebrew and Aramaic are prior to the others, one of them is the most ancient. 

(3) The etymology of the proper names of all persons and places recorded in the Bible before 
the Flood, such as Adam, Cain, Eve, Seth, Peleg, Noah, Japhet, Eden, and Nod. All these can only 
be derived from Hebrew roots and only make proper sense in this language.  

(4) Lexical traces of Hebrew in all other languages, traces that remain after the Confusion of 
Languages. In proportion to the distance of each people from the Orient, their language retains 
more or fewer Hebrew words.  

(5) The preservation of the primeval language in a sacred line of Heber’s descendants down to 
the patriarch Abraham and the nation of Hebrews in ancient Israel. 

To substantiate these points, they referred to the support of ancient and medieval Jewish and 
Christian tradition, e.g. the Jewish Targums and Church Fathers such as Origen, Chrysostom, 
Jerome, and Augustine (see further Eskhult 2013: 103–107). A tradition of exegesis reaching 
back to Augustine provided the fifth point in the arguments listed above. 
 
2.1.3 Augustine’s case for Hebrew as the primeval language 
In his City of God XVI, 11, Augustine argued that the ancestors of the Hebrews, Heber (Eber), 
and his family did not join the enterprise of the ungodly people at Babel. Consequently, he 
escaped the punishment and was able to preserve the primeval language (Eskhult 2013: 108–
115). Augustine also maintains that the ancient Hebrews possessed the primeval language as 
an integral part of their divine wisdom and excellent knowledge (City of God XVIII. 39). In the 
context, he deals with the transfer of wisdom from the Hebrews to the Greeks and Egyptians, 
This theory has been called translatio sapientiae.16 
 
2.1.4 The Jewish Kabbalah coinciding with the Augustinian arguments 
The Kabbalists developed the same doctrine as translatio sapientiae, by claiming that Adam 
transferred his wisdom and learning together with the primordial language in a sacred line of 
his pious descendants from Seth to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. In ancient rabbinical exegesis, 
Abraham secured the survival of the primeval language for the nation of the Jews. In the High 
Middle Ages, the Kabbalists changed the exegesis on this point. Heber received the primeval 
language from Noah and transmitted it to Peleg and down the holy line to Abraham. The 
Kabbalists described this relationship in terms of the concept segullah, i.e. “precious property, 
special treasure”. Yehuda ha Levi (1079–1140) proposed these ideas in his apologetic work 
Sefer ha-Kuzari (ca. 1140).17 These ideas were adopted by Judaism in the Renaissance18 and 
found their way to Christian scholars in the age of post-Reformation. Buxtorf the Younger 
(1662: 125, 148) adopted the Kabbalistic arguments. He also made Yehuda ha Levi’s Kuzari 
accessible in an edition of the Hebrew text with a Latin translation (Buxtorf 1660). 
 
2.1.5 The rationalist desacralization of the biblical Hebrew language 

                                                 
15 Buxtorf 1662: 25–41 points 1–4, and 120, 125, 148 point 5. These arguments also occur with some variations 
in Walton 1657: 15–16, Huet 1703: 283, Carpzov 1727: 178–185. Zedler 1744: 404–405; Holloway 1754: 6. 
16 Augustine summarizes this theory in City of God, XVIII, 37–39. 
17 Sefer ha-Kuzari, I, § 95 (Buxtorf 1660: 50; Korobkin 1998: 108), and Sefer ha-Kuzari, II, § 68 (Buxtorf 1660: 
132, Korobkin 1998: 236). 
18 E.g. Azariah de Rossi (1513–1578), Me’or ‘Enayim “The light of the eyes” (1573-75). See Me‘or Enayim III, 
57, translated by Weinberg 2001: 674–675. 
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Rationalism was to question the validity of the arguments by which Hebrew was regarded as 
primordial. Among the main critics were Hugo Grotius, Pierre Daniel Huet, and Jean Leclerc. 
They continued the process begun by the critical school of Bible philology and contributed to 
desacralizing the Hebrew language, but did not verify their reasons with empirical evidence. 

Hugo Grotius (1583–1645), known as a humanist, jurist and historian, was also a profound 
interpreter of the Bible. In his commentary on the Old Testament, in his remark on Gen 11:1, 
he identifies Hebrew as a dialect of Cananite and Phoenician and concludes: 

Therefore, it is more true that the primeval language does not exist in a pure form anywhere, and 
instead there are remnants of it in all languages. Moses translated the proper names of Adam, Eve 
and the others into the Hebrew language with the same meanings as those names had in the 
primeval language, out of consideration for the Hebrews. (Grotius 1644: 20) 

This statement had great importance in the early modern debate on the primeval language. It 
overthrew the main argument drawn from the etymologies of the pre-Babelic proper names. 
In a treatise on the authenticity of the Bible and the truth of the Christian faith, Demonstratio 
Evangelica (1679), Pierre Daniel Huet (1630–1721) sided with Grotius in asserting that the 
primordial language “has either been lost entirely or has diffused into other languages” (Huet 
1703: 283). Huet highlights the lack of proofs for the claim that Shem and Heber did not 
participate in the building of the Tower of Babel and thus obtained the exclusive right to keep 
the holy primeval language (sancta et primaeva lingua) for themselves and their descendants 
(Huet 1703: 284–87). 

In a treatise on the Hebrew language, Jean Leclerc, more commonly known as Johannes 
Clericus (1657–1736), refutes the etymological proof (2.1.2, point 3) on two grounds: (1) not 
all the proper names may be derived from Hebrew; (2) these names may also be derived from 
other languages, such as Aramaic and Aramaic, all the more as they originally were 
appellatives (cognomina). Clericus concludes “the Hebrew language is not the primeval one, 
but is its offspring, just like Aramaic and Arabic. Its traces remain in these three dialects” 
(1696: 3). He goes on to refute the theological proof (2.1.2, point 5), accusing the Rabbis for 
having exempted Heber and Peleg from the building of the Tower (Clericus 1696: 4).  
 
2.2 The previous development of the discipline of Hebrew philology 
2.2.1 The critical and anti-critical schools 
The 17th century witnessed a debate on the integrity of the text of the Old Testament and on 
the antiquity of the letters and vowel points by which it had been transmitted. In this debate, 
questions relating to the Hebrew language and questions regarding textual and paleographical 
criticism were combined. In the course of the 17th century, two schools of Hebrew philology 
emerged that divided the learned world: a critical school led by Jean Morin in Paris and Louis 
Cappel in Saumur, and an anti-critical school founded by the two Buxtorfs, the Elder and the 
Younger, in Basel.19 The critical school denied the Hebrew language and script any sanctity 
and regarded Hebrew as a defective, poor, rough, uncultivated language, full of irregularities. 
The critics began to evaluate Hebrew in light of other Semitic languages. 

To contest the position of the critical school, Johannes Buxtorf the Younger, in 1644 
composed a trilogy on the Hebrew language where he vindicated its identity with the primeval 
language. Buxforf dealt with the language’s origin and antiquity, its confusion at Babel, and 
its preservation and continued history among the Hebrews (Buxtorf 1662). He conceived 
Hebrew as a language “divine regarding its origin, primal with regard to its antiquity and holy 

                                                 
19 For an excellent survey, see Marsh 1828: 198–212. See also Gesenius 1815: 120–122; Burnett 2008: 787–791. 
Louis Cappel disputed the antiquity of vowel points in the Hebrew Bible in his Arcanum punctationis revelatum 
(1624), Jean Morin questioned the antiquity of the Hebrew square letters, favouring instead Samaritan characters 
in his Exercitationes ecclesiasticae (1631). 



 6 

as regards its dignity”.20 By his authority, he was to legitimize the traditional ideas of the 
unique qualities of the Hebrew language for several generations to come.  
 
2.2.2 The rise of a comparative method and Gousset’s counter methodology 
When the knowledge of other Oriental languages than Hebrew, such as Syriac, Aramaic, and 
Arabic, increased, philologists of the critical and the anti-critical school began to develop a 
basic comparative method. Elementary comparative grammars and dictionaries of the Semitic 
languages emerged in the 17th century.21 The comparativists adhered however to the theory of 
a Hebrew monogenesis in their regarding Syriac, Aramaic, Arabic and Ethiopic as daughter 
languages, or daughter dialects, being very similar to Hebrew. In grading their kinship, it was 
thought that “Aramaic differs from Hebrew, and Syriac departs more, and most distant is 
Arabic” as this idea was worded by Hottinger (1659: 2). 

 A anti-comparative reaction took place at the end of the 17th century. The French-Dutch 
Hebraist Jacques Gousset rejected the aids that had been used previously in favour of taking 
sole consideration of the biblical usage itself.22 In his comprehensive Hebrew dictionary,23 he 
aimed at identifying the primary senses of Hebrew words. In doing so, he rejected the 
traditional sources for interpreting Biblical Hebrew, viz. the rabbinical commentators and the 
ancient Bible translations. He also disclaimed the need to compare Hebrew with cognate 
languages (Gousset 1702: iii; Schultens 1738a: 6). He claimed that Hebrew is sufficient to 
explain itself as its own interpreter, sui interpres. This approach depended on his conception 
of Hebrew as a divine language. In Gousset’s imagery, Hebrew was “the sun of languages”, 
capable of being “known by its own light” and remaining “independent of other languages” 
(Gousset 1702: iv). Gousset’s methodology gained ground at Dutch and German universities 
in the first part of the 18th century. (Michaelis 1757: 66; 261; Schultens 1738b: 186, Schultens 
1748a: vii. 
 
3. Schultens’ program for comparative Semitics 
The discourse on the primordial language and the development of Hebrew philology forms 
the background for the efforts of Albert Schultens. He struck a middle course between the 
critical and anti-critical schools. He developed his ideas in dialogue with comparativists of the 
17th century and in opposition to Jacques Gousset and his follower Anton Driessen. 
 
3.1 Schultens’ epistemology and methodology 
Schultens continued an epistemological discussion of the sources on which the understanding 
of Biblical Hebrew is founded. In his epistemology, Schultens (1738b: 3–4) ranks them in 
falling degree as follows: 

(a) The cognate languages, which he classifies into two groups by reason of their degree of 
kinship. Schultens primarily mentions “the cognate dialects Chaldaic,24 Syriac, and Arabic, 
which are based on the same roots as Hebrew”. Secondly, he mentions Ethiopic, Samaritan, 

                                                 
20 Buxtorf 1662, the preface: iii. 
21 Important comparativists were Valentin Schindler, Edmund Castell, Ludwig de Dieu, Andreas Sennert, Johann 
Heinrich Hottinger, Thomas Erpenius (Grammatica Arabica 1613) and Jacob Golius (Lexicon Arabico-Latinum, 
1653). See further Gesenius 1815: 116–120; Voigt 2001:1313; and Bobzin 2003:11–12. 
22 Jacques Gousset (1635–1704) was a student of Louis Cappel and a follower of Cartesianism. In 1692, he 
became professor of theology, Greek, and philosophy at the University of Groningen.. 
23 His dictionary of Hebrew (Gousset 1702) was the result of 40 years of work and comprised 954 pp. in folio. It 
was formally a commentary on Buxtorf the Elder’s Hebrew-Aramaic dictionary from the early 17th century 
24 Chaldaic was the common misnomer for Aramaic, especially denoting east Aramaic, while the designation 
Syriac referred to west Aramaic. 
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Talmudic. Schultens termed all these languages Oriental dialects, dialecti Orientales,25 and 
conceptualized this source as dialect-analogy, analogia dialectorum. 

(b) Ancient translations of the Bible: the Aramaic Targums, and other Bible translations 
in Oriental languages, and furthermore the Septuagint and the Vulgate.  

(c) Rabbinical grammars, dictionaries and commentaries on Hebrew, and also Christian 
lexicographers of Hebrew. 

(d) Analysis of Biblical Hebrew usage itself, through consideration of the context and 
parallel passages and consideration of the similarity of consonants occurring in each root. 

(e) Varying conjectures, haphazardly based on the talent and acumen of the philologist.  
Accordingly, Schultens proposes comparison with cognate languages as the main source for 
knowledge of Biblical Hebrew, but acknowledges that much light is thrown on the texts by 
other sources, viz. those labelled as B, C, and D (Schultens 1738b: 205). This grading means 
that he primarily aimed to restore the knowledge of ancient Hebrew as such, while believing 
the contextual meaning offered second-rank information. 

As a student of philologica sacra, Schultens was convinced that Hebrew was the mother of 
all languages. He assimilated the rudimentary comparative method, by which Hebrew might 
be elucidated by its more close daughter languages. However, Jacques Gousset had dismissed 
the value and authority of this comparative method in his dictionary on Hebrew. It was for 
this reason that Schultens wrote his dissertation De utilitate linguae Arabicae etc. “On the 
utility of the Arabic language in interpreting the Holy Scripture”. In the introduction, he 
underlines that the nature and quality of ancient Hebrew cannot properly be assessed from the 
narrow literary limits of its preservation in the Bible. The old Bible translations date from a 
time when Hebrew had ceased to be spoken in its pure form. In determining the sense of 
obscure and rare words, the Bible versions are of minor value. He concludes by stating that 

the Arabic language surpasses the other Oriental dialects in regard of copiousness and abundance. 
All the more, it will be successful in returning the rich stores that it has drawn from the Hebrew 
mother-language by the right of restoration (postliminium). (Schultens 1769 [1706]: 2.) 

As anticipated above (1.3), in his later career, Schultens developed a more distinctive 
methodology for the study of Biblical Hebrew. It served the purpose to justify the legitimacy 
of his method to contemporary detractors. He viewed this as a battle for justifying “the utility, 
necessity, and authority of the ancient Oriental languages in understanding and illustrating 
Biblical Hebrew” (Schultens 1748a: lxxvi; 1739a: i). He claims that his method is supported 
by empirical demonstration, experimentalis demonstratio (Schultens 1748a: xcix; 1738a: 38; 
1739a: ii). Schultens’ metalinguistic theorizing is interrelated with the current of empiricism, 
to which his comparative method may be seen as a response.26 

A controversy with his main opponent Anton Driessen (1684–1748), professor of Oriental 
languages in Groningen,27 led Schultens to formulate his principles explicitly. He describes 
them in his reply to Driessen’s criticism of his methods in Origines Hebraeae (Schultens 
                                                 
25 Schultens exempted Persian and Turkish from this category, arguing that they differ in their grammar from 
Arabic, despite both language having many Arabic loan-words and Turkish having acquired Arabic of infinitive 
and participle forms. Persian originates from European Scythia and Turkish from Turkistan (Schultens 1738b: 
15–17). 
26 At the beginning of the 18th century, empiricism began to spread into European sciences and scholarship. In 
the Dutch Republic, the Germanist Lambert ten Kate (1674–1731, see Noordegraaf 1996: 277–78), the Greek 
scholar Tiberius Hemsterhuys (1685–1766) and the chemist and physician Herman Boerhaave qualified as 
pioneering empiricists of their respective sciences. Schultens can be added to this group. In his obituary speech 
on Herman Boerhaave, Schultens (1738c: 44–48) recognizes Boerhaave’s empirical innovations in medicine and 
chemistry. He refers to the achievements of ten Kate as well (Schultens 1738a: 107). 
27 Driessen (1737: 3) declares that “there is not a small war on grammar (leve aliquod bellum grammaticale) 
being waged between me and him [Albert Schultens]”, but it is on the right means for understanding the Word of 
God. A metaphysical and logical method for exploring the senses of Hebrew words is justified, since philology 
is not possible without philosophy Driessen (1737: 4 and 32-33) argues. 
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1737b: 17–19) and explains them in more detail in his programmatic treatise The old and 
royal way of pursuing Hebrew philology (Schultens 1738a: 35–112). His theory of lexical 
semantics and semantic differentiation underlies his method for exploring the meanings of 
words in Biblical Hebrew. These principles can be summarized as follows: 

– Axiom 1: Every language has its own individual character (privum et domesticum) in syntax, 
phraseology, proverbs and the meanings of words, whether primary or secondary. This character 
cannot be exactly translated into any other language.  
– Axiom 2: Such a character is to be found in Hebrew and its cognate dialects. 
– Axioms 3–8: Every word has one single primary and proper meaning (una princeps et propria 
potestas), which differentiates into a variety of secondary meanings by the use of tropes, such as 
metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche and irony. The secondary senses often predominate, so that the 
primary sense falls into oblivion. The secondary meanings often disagree mutually. To understand 
their unifying idea, the basic sense must be known. 
– Axioms 9–12: The original meanings are infrequently found in literature. One single book by one 
author is not sufficient for inquiring into the original meanings of words in a language.  
– Axiom 13: The secondary meanings are “arbitrary and free to the point that they a priori cannot 
be deduced by any human acumen, critical study, logic or metaphysical speculation, but may only 
be explored a posteriori”. 
– Axioms 14–15: The primary meanings of Hebrew words neither can nor ought to be transferred 
into a Bible translation and cannot therefore be explored from any ancient or recent Bible version, 
even less so because the primary meanings are so rare in the Hebrew Bible. 
– Axiom 16: The primary meanings cannot be explored anywhere else than in the cognate dialects, 
(i.e. cognate languages) of Biblical Hebrew.  
– Axiom 17: Cognate dialects are not individually sufficient for explaining the original senses of 
their words, but need assistance from each other. 
– Axiom 18: In order to penetrate into the nature of some specific language, its literature must be 
studied in ancient sources. It is not sufficient to read dictionaries. (Schultens 1738a: 36–38) 

In the preface to his re-edition of Erpenius’ Arabic grammar, Schultens emphasises the import 
of a comparative study of the Semitic languages again. By this “it will be evident, that they 
are and represent one and the same body of the primeval language, unum idemque corpus 
linguae primaevae” (Schultens 1748b: clx). 
 
3.2 The concept of analogy as applied to ancient Hebrew 
The term analogy is a key concept in Schultens’ metalinguistic reflection.28 It was based on 
his conviction that every language possesses a regularity or an inner nature conforming to 
rules. He conceptualized this quality by the term analogia, a word that occasionally occurs in 
classical Greek grammar, but which Varro began to use as an ordinary term in Latin grammar. 
Its proper meaning in Greek is “the right relation, proportion, correspondence”, and therefore 
also “correlation, agreement”. In grammar, it has been used in shifting senses since antiquity 
(Haßler and Neis 2009: 658-72). The different senses may be reduced to three categories: (1) 
a regular quality in the language itself, (2) a remodelling principle employed by the users of a 
language, based on parallels perceived by comparing similar forms, comparatio similium 
(Quintilian, Inst. orat. I, 6, 4), and (3) a principle for comparative study by explorers of a 
language. In the first sense, it means “regularity, or conformity of a language to a regular 
pattern”. Schultens usually employs the term in this sense. In the preface to his Hebrew 
grammar he says: 

Analogy is the life-breath of a language (analogia sit anima linguae), without which it cannot have 
any purity or dignity. It consists in an apt harmony of all parts of a language, as if it were to form a 
body or a building, in which everything is adapted and adjusted in most orderly measures. As in a 
building and in a body, so dignity flourishes along with beauty in a language. (Schultens 1737a: xi) 

 Continuing the building metaphor, he goes on to declare:  
                                                 
28 See further Klijnsmit 2000: 156-162. 
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It is clear to all that it is easier to reconstruct and visualize the beauty and the symmetry of a great 
palace from its ruins than to reconstruct and comprehend the analogy of the most ancient Hebrew 
language from its remnants in the Bible. (Schultens 1737a: xii) 

The primeval language possessed a regularity or an analogical constitution (De linguae 
primaeva, thesis 22). As a dialect of the primeval language, ancient Hebrew enjoyed this 
fundamental quality too. In its literary remnants in the Bible, the extent and richness of the 
ancient Hebrew language is not present, but “when the scattered members of the oriental 
languages are joined together into one body again by the pleasing tie of harmony, the analogy, 
dignity and ancient virtue of the (ancient) Hebrew language will be evident both in grammar 
(…) and in primary meanings” (Schultens 1737a: xiii–xiv).  

Schultens supposed ancient Hebrew to have a very extensive lexis. When flourishing as a 
living language, it might have encompassed ten thousand verbal roots, each with 30–60 forms 
derived according to the language’s capacity to modify each radical stem in the different 
conjugations, such as reflexive, intensive, and causative (Schultens 1737a: 3). 

Schultens does not approve of the grammatical theories of either the rabbinical school or 
the critical school of Hebrew philology. The rabbis charaterized many phenomena in Hebrew 
as anomalies, while the critics accused Hebrew of being poor, uncultivated, and rough. To the 
rabbinival theory, Schultens answered: “the great number of anomalies is not a result of some 
imperfection or irregular principles of the Hebrew language itself; the fault is rather with the 
Rabbis, whose teachings are based on too narrow limits” (Schultens 1737a: xii). 
 
3.3 Criticism of Gousset’s principles 
Jacques Gousset with his methodological predecessor Samuel Bohl (1611–1689) and follower 
Anton Driessen became the target for Schultens’ criticism (1738b: 77–114). He characterizes 
their method as metaphysical. What does Schultens mean by this term? It appears that he uses 
it in two senses: (1) as referring to their assumption that Biblical Hebrew is divine and perfect 
in itself, i.e. enjoys sanctity and perfection as its inner qualities, and is therefore not subject to 
the ordinary laws of languages (Schultens 1738a: 108; 1739b: 79), and (2) as referring to the 
fact that they made use of an abstract and a priori reasoning in analysing Biblical Hebrew 
(Schultens 1738b: 183). With their method Schultens (1738b: 101) concludes “nothing else is 
left for a firm and inner knowledge of Biblical Hebrew than a collation and comparison of the 
passages to one another”. 

In his frequent use of Arabic for the elucidation of Biblical Hebrew, Schultens invoked the 
medieval Jewish grammarians and the seventeenth-century comparativists as his predecessors. 
His method consequently represented Vetus et via regia Hebraizandi “the old and royal way 
of studying Hebrew” against the new metaphysical speculation as it was practised by Gousset 
and his antecedents and followers. Schultens saw himself as the reviver and renewer of this 
method (Schultens 1738b: 195). 
 
4. Schultens’ conceptualization of the kinship of the Semitic languages 
4.1 The primeval language: its nature and its limitation at Babel 
In several passages, Schultens expounds his views on the nature of the primeval language. He 
maintains that it was a plentiful, copious and rich language, capable of expressing the thought 
of the mind by words and communicating them to other people (Schultens 1738a: 50). The 
primeval language possessed dignity, gravity, excellence and majesty and all kinds of 
rhetorical devices and adornments (Schultens 1748a: lxxiv). To the objection that people 
before the Flood did not have any high level of cultivation, as they lacked letters and arts by 
which languages are made rich, Schultens answers that the antediluvians were living books 
and living libraries (De primaeva lingua, thesis 25).  
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Specifically, the primeval language was marked by a special phonetic feature consisting in 
the pattern that a consonant is followed by a vowel and that syllables and words are formed 
according to this pattern. From this characteristic feature of the primeval language was 
derived the principle of triliterality (Schultens 1737a: 1). 

Schultens maintains that the primeval language began to diversify already before the Flood 
“According to the course of nature and of human speech, this language not only may, but also 
ought to have admitted some dialectal beginnings even before the Flood” (Schultens  1748a: 
xci). 

In European thought, the narrative of the Confusion of Languages at Babel long served as 
the paradigmatic explanation of language diversity. However, in the seventeenth century a 
new idea began to spread. In core, it viewed Babel as the beginning of a process of language 
diversification. The Confusion took place by means of addition, subtraction, permutation and 
transposition of speech-sounds and syllables. These terms are the four categories of language 
change in classical rhetoric.29 This explanation is already found, for instance, in Bibliander 
(1542: 53) and Besold (1632: 73). Schultens dismissed this idea (1748a: lxv). In asserting 
instead that new main languages (novae linguae matrices) were created and formed at Babel 
he refers to the basic differences “in the nature and constitution of the entire analogy” of some 
specified languages – Coptic Egyptian, Armenian, Persian, Turkish, Greek and Latin – from 
the well-defined group of Oriental dialects (1748a: lxviii, lxxxviii, xcii). 

Schultens does, however, make an exception. According to the divine Providence, 
ancestors of several nations in Mesopotamia preserved the primeval language intact. Among 
these nations he counts the Hebrews, the Chaldaeans, the Syrians, and the Arabs (Schultens 
1748a: xcii). Therefore, the primeval language was neither extinguished nor dissipated at 
Babel (Schultens 1748a: xcii), as Grotius and Huet had proposed (Schultens 1737a: 4), but 
remained in uninterrupted use after Babel. Schultens (1737a: 5) agrees with Clericus’ 
assertion that “the primeval language is no more closely related to Hebrew than to Chaldaic or 
Arabic” (1696: 2). 

  
4.2 Schultens’ classification of the Oriental dialects  
Schultens considered Hebrew, Arabic, Aramaic, Syriac, Ethiopic, Samaritan and Talmudic as 
historical dialects of the primeval language.30 He postulated the primeval language, which he 
frequently termed lingua primaeva or lingua antediluviana, as an unknown common parent-
language of these Oriental dialects. In describing the relationship between these dialects, he 
employs the terms cognatio and consanguinitas, which signify relationship by descent from a 
common ancestor. In his view, dialects do not differ in substance, but only in accidents on the 
different levels of language: phonetics, morphology, lexis, semantics, and syntax. 

Schultens formulates this kinship hypothesis in many passages and in different wordings. 
He resorts to metaphors such as tree-growth and filiation. In his imagery, the Oriental dialects 
share the same sap and pith from the root (idem succus et vigor radicalis, Schultens 1748a: 
lxxx). In his exposition of the second axiom in Vetus et Regia via Hebraizandi, he sums up 
his hypothesis of language kinship as follows: 

Now, let us summarize the point. The Hebrew language is a daughter and offshoot of the most 
ancient and rich language (filia et propago antiquissimae atque copiosissimae illius linguae) used 
for so many centuries by the antediluvian world. Arabic and Aramaic, which in turn are divided 

                                                 
29 Varro, De lingua Latina, V, § 6 lays down the terms additio, demptio, commutatio, traiectio as the four causes 
of change and as tools in etymological research. Quintilian, Inst. orat. I, 5, 6 and I, 5, 38–41 discusses the terms 
additio, detractio, immutatio och transmutatio as sources of barbarisms och solecisms in written and spoken 
Latin. He calls this system the fourfold method, quadripartita ratio (I, 5, 38). Cf. Lausberg 1998: 217–220. 
30 Origines Hebraeae (1738b: 2-21) contains a discussion of the degree of kinship between Hebrew and the 
Oriental “dialects” and their value in exploring the ancient Hebrew language. He describes Ethiopic (1738b: 13) 
as the result of a south Arabic colonization of Ethiopia. 
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into Chaldaic and Syriac, are offshoots and daughters of the same primeval language (ejusdem 
primaevae linguae propagines atque genuinae filiae). (Schultens 1738a: 53) 

Referring to Hebrew, Chaldaic, Syriac, and Arabic, Schultens represents them as “offshoots 
and branches of the antediluvian tree trunk” saying: 

In order to visualize this to everyone, I propose that the four dialects once occupying the Middle 
East are to be viewed as four major branches of one maternal trunk that extends very widely itself 
like a square tree thoughout Babylonia, Syria, Palestine, and the deepest reaches of Arabia. The 
primeval language  – it is easy to see – as a maternal trunk produced these four branches in these 
regions, when the family-nations were separated, and equally poured, together with an ample stuff 
of words, the same sap (idem succus) into them and the same nature of meanings with their original 
and innate force. (Schultens 1738b: 11) 

Accordingly, Schultens downgraded Hebrew from the status of mother of all languages to the 
position of a dialect of the primeval language. Schultens regards Biblical Hebrew as the result 
of a dialectal development occasioned by usage, time, and geographical diversification 
(Schultens 1748a: lxxx). Anwering critics who objected that the Oriental dialects as daughters 
cannot be supposed to be suitable for restoring the analogy of the Hebrew mother-language 
(analogia maternis stirpis), he says: 

The Chaldaic, Syriac and Arabic dialects are commonly, but inaccurately, called daughters of the 
Hebrew language, by which is specifically meant the primeval language, but they are to be called 
sisters of the Hebrew dialect, which all being born from one single primeval mother have one and 
the same most ancient origin – just as the four dialects of Greece, Ionic, Doric, Eolic, Attic – have 
emerged (effloruerunt) from the same Pelasgian origin. (Schultens 1748a: lxxvi, cf. xcii-xciii) 

Schultens elucidates his hypothesis by drawing a parallel between the principal ancient Greek 
dialects and the main Oriental dialects. He compares Hebrew to Attic owing to its contracted 
forms, while Arabic is similar to Ionic with its uncontracted forms. (Schultens 1748a: xcvi). 

Schultens’ classification may be represented by a diagram in which the diachronic aspects 
are emphasized. Considering the fact that he more accurately subordinates Chaldaic and 
Syriac to Aramaic,31 the diagram turns out as follows: 
 

 
 
4.3 Arabic and Hebrew as twin sisters 
Schultens often declares that the kinship between Arabic and Hebrew is so very close that 
they are should be called twin sisters, gemellae sorores (Schultens 1729: 13–14), or twin 
dialects, gemina dialectus (Schultens 1732: 36). He bases his claim on a biblical model. 
According to it, after the Confusion of Languages the primeval language was preserved in a 
holy line extending from Heber to the nation of Israel. Thus, the primeval language was 
preserved in the house of Heber. 

In his speeches on the antiquity of the Arabic language, Schultens underlines that Joktan, 
who was considered the founder of the Arabic nation, and his Arabic descendants in south 
Arabia – Yemen (Arabia Felix or Eudaimon) – are just as much inheritors of the primeval 
                                                 
31 In one passage he says that Aramaic has spread from the historical person of Aram through two channels into 
the provinces of Chaldaea (i.e. Babylonia) and Syria (Schultens 1748a: xciv). Cf. Schultens 1738a: 53; 1738b: 7. 

 Lingua primaeva  

Hebraica Aramaea 

Chaldaica 

Syriaca 

Arabica 

Ethiopica 
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language as the Hebrews (Schultens 1729: 8, 13 and 1732: 4). Schultens supplemented the 
traditional idea by underlining that Heber “as the rightly heir and possessor of the 
antediluvian language” transmitted the primeval language not only to Peleg, but also to his 
other son Joktan (Schultens 1729: 8). This model is an modification of an exegetical tradition 
and represents an extension of the Augustinian model. 

Schultens also emphasizes that the Arabic language flourished intact in its primeval purity 
under the empire of the Joktanides for more than two thousand years. Their Arabic was not 
corrupted because they remained free from the factors that otherwise change languages: the 
influences of foreign nations, commerce, and armies of foreigners (Schultens 1729: 9 and 17–
22; Schultens 1738b: 89). Accordingly, Arabic and Hebrew have the greater part of their 
vocabulary in common, while the differences only are due to dialect differentiation (Schultens 
1738b: 135). Arabic retains the forms of the primeval language more distinctly than Hebrew 
(Schultens 1738a: 52). In his etymological and semantic research, Schultens was convinced 
that “the same language still flourishs in Mecca, as was once spoken in Jersusalem, with some 
dialectal differences” (1724: 30), and as a still living language, Arabic is an immense resource 
for elucidating and exploring Biblical Hebrew. 

Schultens also underlines his conviction that Arabic did not begin with Muhammed and the 
Koran, but rather has more ancient origins, as testified by the Arabic language itself and by 
ancient Arabic poetry (Schultens 1738b: 151–156; 1740: iv–v; 1749: 124). 
 
4.4 Schultens’ concept of dialects 
Schultens was convinced that over the course of time language changes through continuous 
use, and that this ought not to be considered as a form of corruption, but rather as a variation, 
alternation, and transformation of a language, like rivers that diverge from their source in 
meanderings, curves, and bends (Schultens 1713: 35–36). He distinguishes it from the change 
prompted by language contact due to factors such as war and commerce (Schultens 1713: 35). 
Schultens manifested his theory of kinship in his definition of the concept of a dialect. The 
question of what constitutes a dialect he answered as follows: 

Among those who wish to speak accurately, a dialect is nothing else than an external and accidental 
variety of one language and cannot be anything else. This variety does not penetrate into the inner 
substance of the language, but leaves the foundation intact and undamaged. If the foundation is 
shaken, altered, corrupted, it is no more a dialect, but a deteriorated and adulterated offspring. 
(Schultens 1738: 20) 

Within the concept of a dialect, Schultens distinguishes between three classes of changes: 
– 1. Concerning the speech-sounds (elementa). i.e. phonetics, Schultens says: 

Diversities manifest themselves in the outer shell of language 
(a) by permutation of a speech–sound (ex immutatione litterae).32 
(b) by permutation of a vowel (ex vocali permutata). 
(c) by a small transposition of either of them [i.e. a letter and a vowel]. 
(d) by the contraction of a form. 
(e) by the lengthening of the same. 
(f) by the different placing of the accent. (Schultens 1738a: 110) 

In the early modern period, the concept of sound shifts between cognate languages was often 
conceptualized as permutatio litterarum. In classical Latin grammar, the corresponding term 
was commutatio (Varro) or immutatio (Quintilian). Schultens here refers to this phenomenon 
by the term immutatio litterae; and in other passages as elementi permutatio or elementorum 
commutatio (Schultens 1738b: 103 and 105). He realized that it conforms to rules. Speaking 

                                                 
32 The term littera had a wider sense than ‘letter’. It could mean both grapheme and phoneme, see Law 2003: 61. 
Schultens equals littera to a consonant, defining it as “a sign by which the movement of the speech-organs is 
indicated, either in the larynx, in the palate, in the lips, in the tongue, or in the teeth” (Schultens 1737a: 2).  
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of his treatise Clavis dialectorum,33 he says that its aim is to demonstrate “that the 
permutation of speech-sounds (elementorum commutatio) is not vague and uncertain, but 
bound to fixed laws” (Schultens 1738b: 105). The regularity is similarly stressed by Michaelis 
(1757: 193). Schultens (1745–49: 12) wished to modify the ordinary rule that “sounds of the 
same speech-organ are easily interchanged with each other” to be valid only for the speech-
sounds that noticeably are interchanged between dialects and underlined that a more accurate 
limitation of this rule is required to understand the agreement of the Oriental dialects. 
– 2. Concerning the meaning of words, i.e. lexical semantics, his ideas may be paraphrased as 
follows: 

Still more variety is produced: 
(a) by the introduction of new proper meaning of words, something which is infrequent. 
(b) by the emergence of secondary meanings, which are occasioned by metaphors and other tropes. 
(c) by the mutual disagreement of secondary meanings, which evidently agree in the original sense. 
(d) by the varying dialectal preservation of the original or primary meanings with dialects retaining 
more primary meanings than others. The outcome is that in one dialect there are few such senses, 
while in another dialect there are very many primary senses. (Schultens 1738a: 110) 

– 3. Concerning the sentence structure or syntax, Schultens says: 
The variety is formed: 
(a) by the syntax and the way of construction, which are often very discordant and dissonant 
despite their basic semantic concord. 
(b) by stock phrases originating from the customs and local conditions of each nation. 
(c) by the phraseology of each dialect. The phraseology is adapted to its character so that an Attic 
writer is at first sight distinguished from an Ionic. Likewise, a Syrian writer can be distinguished at 
once from an Arabic author, and both of them from a Hebrew. (Schultens 1738a: 110–111) 

Schultens conceptualized the language change described above as a slow process taking place 
sensim sine sensu, i.e. “gradually without being noticed” (e.g. Schultens 1748a: lxxx). This is 
one of his key phrases.  
 
5. Schultens’ metadiscursive reflection 
5.1 Schultens’ retrospective view of the previous discourse 
In his survey of the previous discourse, Schultens underlines that a proper distinction has not 
been made between dialect and language. Referring to his planned treatise De lingua 
primaeva, he says: 

The same treatise will argue and prove that the greatest scholars have not reasoned so well, because 
they have never distinguished between a dialect and a language when discussing the topic of the 
primeval language, although they should have learnt, according to the high level of their erudition, 
that there is a very great difference between a dialect and a language. (Schultens 1748a: xc). … The 
confused ideas about Biblical Hebrew being primeval would not had been introduced in our topic, 
if dialect and language had been duly distinguished. (Schultens 1748a: xciv). 

Schultens himself testifies to the difficulty he experienced in dissociating himself from the 
prevailing opinion that Hebrew was the primordial language. Only a few critics had ventured 
to challenged, though “without much concern for proof, because they looked upon their own 
authority as proof enough” (1748a: xcviii).34 His recognition of the relations of agreement, 
which he designates as analogica constitutio, of the Oriental dialects, paved the way for his 
discovery of the illegitimacy in presuming Hebrew to be the mother of the Oriental languages. 
Making clear that the renowned Orientalists Samuel Bochart, Hottinger, and Buxtorf the 
Younger adhered to this hypothesis, he states: 

As a young man, every day I imbibed water from their wells, and the primeval and maternal dignity 
of the Hebrew language was thereby so deeply impressed on my mind that for a long period I often 

                                                 
33 Cohen 1973: 188 regards Clavis dialectorum as a pioneering work for comparative Semitics. 
34 Schultens is alluding to Grotius, Huet, and Clericus, whose ideas he discusses in his grammar (1737a: 4). 
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used the concept of mother and daughters following the public discourse of the learned world (ad 
stylum publicum orbis literati), until I, after having almost grown old teaching this and labouring at 
this anvil, took recourse to the analogical constitution of all dialects and discovered that the 
Hebrew dialect of the Holy Bible cannot be considered the mother of the Oriental dialects, any 
more than Attic, for all its dignity and excellence, can be made the authoritative matrix of the 
dialects of Greece (Schultens 1748a: xcviii). 

Schultens also says: 
we should not be surprised that this opinion that Hebrew was the mother of all languages enjoyed 
such consensus. It was an old opinion which had struck very deep roots from antiquity. The Holy 
Bible seemed to add dignity to this opinion. Authority after authority, joined in a series, convinced 
even the unwilling (auctoritates auctoritatibus consertae catena quadam trahebant vel invitos). 
(Schultens 1748a: lxxxviii) 

 
5.2 Schultens’ analysis of the established sentiments about Hebrew  
Schultens identifies six conceptions about the Hebrew languages that are widespread in the 
writings of the rabbis and that have struck deep roots in the schools of the Christians. He 
describes them as follows: (1) Hebrew, as used by Moses and the other biblical writers, was 
identical in all respects with the language that was infused into Adam. (2) This language 
possessed some exceptional qualities, not only in terms of eminence and dignity, but also of 
superhuman wisdom and divine holiness by which it deserves the title “the holy language”. 
(3) After Babel the holy primeval language was transmitted as a legacy only to the Hebrews, 
or more accurately, along a holy line of Hebrews. (4) All other nations of mankind were 
deprived of the use of the primeval language because of the crime of building the tower. (5) 
Still, the primeval language is the mother of all languages. Finally, (6) the holy Hebrew 
language will be the language of the blessed in heaven (Schultens 1748a: ix–xi and xiii–xviii).  

In Christian Orthodoxy, these conceptions gained the force of tenets or articles of faith 
(Schultens 1748a: xii–xiii). In the sixteenth century Christian Hebraists learned Hebrew from 
the rabbis and imbibed their opinions about Hebrew language history, and in the following 
century these opinions were adopted and confirmed by most philologists and theologians in 
their writings on the Hebrew language (Schultens 1748a: xxviii-xxix). When the critical 
school discovered on what loose grounds the divine and primeval status of the Hebrew 
language was founded by the rabbis, they “laid the axe to the root and cut down everything 
with one blow”, Schultens writes (1748a: xxxii). 
 
5.2.1 Schultens’ refutation of Buxtorf the Younger 
As stated above (2.2.1), Buxtorf the Younger played a crucial role in the discourse on the 
primeval language. According to Schultens (1748a: xli), he continued the battle against Louis 
Cappel as a holy war inherited from his father. In his trilogy on the antiquity, confusion and 
preservation of the Hebrew language (1644), he adopted and defended the inherited ideas as 
expressed in the six theses above, as Schultens shows by quotations (1748a: xli–lxxi). Buxtorf 
asserted the identity of Hebrew with the primeval language. To substantiate this assertion, he 
advanced two categories of proofs: authorities and reasons (2.1.2). Schultens reviews these 
proofs (1748a: lxxviii–lxxx and lxxxi–lxxxix). 

Among the authorities, Schultens considers Jerome, Origen, and Augustine to be agnitores, 
“acknowledgers”, of a tradition rather than cognitores, “experts” (1748a: lxxix). Reviewing 
the reasons, he rejects the first argument as a Kabbalistic idea founded on an imagined status 
of Hebrew as a holy language. Against the second argument Schultens has two objections: (1) 
the Kabbalistic doctrine that Hebrew is a holy language that was infused to Adam with all its 
sounds and words, as well as their meanings, makes Buxtorf’s conclusion prejudiced, and (2) 
Buxtorf should have included Arabic and Syriac as candidates when deciding the question of 
which Oriental language has the most archaic usages, and the nature of the Oriental languages 
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and their analogy in forms should have been used as criteria. Schultens promises to refute the 
third argument in his forthcoming treatise on the primeval language. In advance, he answers 
that Chaldaic, Syriac and Arabic have an equal right to primeval status as Hebrew (1748a: 
lxxxiii). In the treatise De lingua primaeva, the argument based on the proper primeval names 
is discussed in theses 103–112. Thesis 104 states that the primeval names are in terms of the 
roots from which they come, equally much Chaldaic, Syriac, and Arabic as Hebrew. Replying 
to the fourth reason, Schultens first explains how Buxtorf understood the confusion at Babel, 
namely as the beginning of a dialectal diversification caused by the separation of nations. 
Schultens states his disagreement with this view; for him, the great essential differences 
between Hebrew and other language groups instead prevent us from considering Hebrew the 
mother of all languages. He then answers that there is a lack of etymological accuracy in 
derivations of Latin and Greek words from Hebrew; the derivatives may be similar, but the 
roots are entirely different. The fifth reason, which coincides with thesis 3, Schultens traces 
back to the rabbinical idea of the sacredness of Hebrew (1748a: lix–lxii), more precisely to 
Kabbalistic doctrines.35 He shows that Buxtorf pursues a Kabbalistic line of reasoning, which 
could rather be expected from a Kabbalist such as Guillaume Postel (1510–1581) than from 
an orthodox scholar such as Buxtorf himself (Schultens 1748b: clxvi). Schultens concludes: 

Having reviewed all authorities and arguments by which Buxtorf thought he proved that Hebrew is 
the mother of all languages, I conclude that his case lacks all right and all foundation; it is rather 
entirely opposed by nature, reason, and experience, and the analogy and entire nature of the 
primeval language with its dialects. In this way, Buxtorf’s case obscures the role of Divine wisdom 
in forming and dividing languages. (Schultens 1748a: lxxxix) 

 
Summary 
Before Albert Schultens’ time, Hebrew was generally considered the mother of all languages. 
As such, it was regarded as the mother not only of the most remote languages, but also of 
some Oriental daughter languages: Aramaic, Syriac, Arabic, and Ethiopic. Schultens rejected 
this view by defining all the Oriental languages, with the inclusion of Hebrew, as historical 
and regional developments of the primeval language after Babel. Schultens confined the use 
and preservation of the primeval language to the Semitic-speaking nations after Babel. The 
Confusion of Languages did not entirely delete or dissipate the primeval language. Instead, it 
survived among the ancestors of some particular nations. Thus, the concept of the primeval 
language after Babel corresponds to the concept of a Semitic proto-language. 

By this language classification, Schultens aimed to explain and justify his methodology for 
a comparative study of Biblical Hebrew. A tentative comparative method had been elaborated 
in the seventeenth century. Schultens did not see himself as having discovered a new method, 
but as having revived and renewed an old and reasonable way of pursuing Hebrew philology. 
He brought that method to greater maturity. The concept of analogy provided the key for 
conceiving ancient Hebrew as a regular language. The regularity of the ancient Hebrew must 
be restored through comparison with cognate dialects, i.e. cognate languages (analogia 
dialectorum). Another guiding idea in Schultens’ metalinguistic thinking is his theory of 
lexical semantics, according to which words usually undergo a semantic development from a 
primary and concrete meaning to secondary metaphorical and metonymical meanings. 

                                                 
35 Schultens defines Kabbalah as a transmission of a heavenly doctrine from the beginning of the world to the 
posterity in a holy line of chosen descendants from Adam to Moses (Schultens 1739c:177, 1748b: cxxxvi). He 
identifies Yehuda ha-Levi as the originator of the idea that the primeval language was transmitted in such a way 
(Schultens 1748b: cxxxiv, cxxxix-cxlii and xlvi–cxlviii). He often complains that this idea has excluded the 
Joctanides, the Ishmaelites, the Edomites, and the Canaanites from being seen as worthy sharers in the same 
primeval language as the Hebrews (Schultens 1748b: cliii and cxxxiii). Schultens was not, however, able to 
observe the impact of Augustine on Christian exegetical tradition regarding this point (see 2.1.3). 
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By way of conclusion, Albert Schultens deserves recognition as a theoretician within the 
areas of language classification and comparison. By his empirical comparative approach, he 
renewed the conventional classification of Oriental languages and downgraded Hebrew from 
its sole status of primordiality. The outcome was a crisis of the Hebrew monogenesis 
hypothesis, the guiding ideas of which Schultens subjected to a metadiscursive re-evaluation. 
This may be seen as a turning-point in the discourse on the primeval language. However, soon 
afterwards this discourse was removed from the scholarly agenda and to a great extent fell 
into oblivion, as did the efforts of Albert Schultens in this discourse as well. 
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