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Haller and the Swiss

scientific movement

RENATO G. MAZZOLINI

During the eighteenth century, foreign membership of one of the great
scientific academies was considered recognition of the scientific quality of
an individual’s research. Between 1701 and 1786 at least 73 Swiss scholars
were elected to one of the four following scientific academies: the Royal
Society of London, the Académie Royale des Sciences in Paris, the Konig-
lich Preufische Sozietit der Wissenschaften in Berlin and the Academy of
Sciences in St. Petersburg (see fig. p. 477). Six of those 73 scholars were
members of all four academies: namely Johannes I Bernoulli (1667-1748),
Daniel I Bernoulli (1700-1782), Leonhard Euler (1707-1783), Albrecht
von Haller (1708-1777), Théodore Tronchin (1709-1781) and Charles
Bonnet (1720-1793). Eight were members of three academies: namely Jakob
Hermann (1678-1733), Moritz Anton Kappeler (1685-1769), Jean Jalabert
(1712-1768), George-Louis Le Sage (1724-1803), Johann Albrecht Euler
(1734-1800), Giuseppe Piazzi (1746-1826) and Pierre Prevost (1751-1839).
Compared to those of other European countries, these data on foreign
academic membership are impressively high. And they are even more im-
pressive if they are related to the overall population of Switzerland and
other countries.” But other data on the migration of Swiss scholars as teach-
ers at various European universities, such as those of Groningen, Géttin-
gen, Padua, Pavia and Palermo, as academicians at well-funded academies,
such as those of Berlin and St. Petersburg, and as medical doctors at vari-
ous European courts, are equally impressive and highlight a phenomenon
of greater significance: the existence of a Swiss scientific movement which
spread outwards from the small confederated republics and the Republic
of Geneva to permeate European scientific institutions. Albrecht von
Haller was only one of the many Swiss scholars who left their homeland
to make a living abroad by devoting their lives to scientific research and
scientific institutions. Notwithstanding the groundbreaking study by Ed-
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uard Fueter of 1941, this extraordinary movement has attracted little atten-
tion from historians of eighteenth-century science and medicine, and little
investigation has been made of both its origins and its overall impact upon
the development of European science during the ancien régime.3

First to be noted is that during most of the eighteenth century, the study
of the sciences was not highly regarded by the governing elites of the con-
federated republics, and few attempts were made to foster it. Scientific
achievements had no real pay-off in either social or economic terms. For
instance, throughout the century, the development of the University of
Basel was hampered by a lack of funds, even though it was the cradle of
one of the greatest schools of mathematics ever to have existed. Scientific
activity was a free choice made by those individuals that could afford it,
and if cultivated, was a reward in itself. Whilst the lack of significant scien-
tific institutions in the republics, especially during the first half of the cen-
tury, may well explain why so many able scholars left their homelands, it
does not explain why and how scientific investigation attracted their pas-
sionate curiosity. One may speculate that this was due to social conditions
and ideals such as the fruitfulness of a strict classical and religious educa-
tion, the moderate financial independence achieved by a stratum of soci-
ety, the immigration into the Swiss republics of foreign well-off families
with cultural traditions, the geographical position of the confederated re-
publics at the crossroads of different cultures and languages which gave
them a cosmopolitan character, the spread of physico-theology which, by
elevating the book of nature to the status of God’s revelation, reinforced
the idea that God could be also worshipped by the study of nature itself,
and finally the expectation that by cultivating the new sciences a person
could, in the long run, enhance the well-being of society at large, while, in
the short run, he could construct a career.# Whatever the interactions
among social conditions, religious upbringing, ideals and personal ambi-
tions may have been in individual biographies, it seems clear that a major
scientific movement arose in the mountainous heart of Europe. On the
one hand, this movement expanded out from the borders of the confeder-
ated republics; and, on the other — during the second half of the century
especially — took part in the constitution of many local learned societies,’
which, on embracing the notion of the usefulness of science,® often had a
very strong interest in applied sciences” and agricultural development.®
One of the major contributions of many Swiss natural philosophers and
amateur naturalists — who devoted much time to extensive fieldwork on
the geography, geology, plant life and fauna of the Alpine region — con-
sisted in the cognitive appropriation of their own country.? An appropria-
tion which, by transforming what had hitherto been considered the fear-
some landscapes of the Alps into manifestations of the sublime, became a
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Membership in scientific academies is the most appropriate parameter to assess the
scientific prestige of a person in the 18" century. Swiss scientists are a remarkably well-
represented group of members. Haller was a member of 30 learned societies all over
Europe, among them all the major academies such as those of London, Stockholm,
Berlin, Bologna, Paris and St. Petersburg. — Haller’s diploma of membership of the Aca-
demy of Sciences of St. Petersburg; 29.12.1776. — Burgerbibliothek Bern.
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fundamental component in the republican and patriotic ideology of the
members of the Helvetic Society.™

Although the Swiss scientific movement, like the French Enlightenment,
was neither a coordinated nor a formalized movement, it was held together
by the beliefs and ideals shared by its members, and it was reinforced by
their strong and lasting personal ties. Such features are also very apparent
among those scholars who left their homelands to become the prime movers
of a number of scientific institutions, cases in point being Daniel I Bernoulli
in St. Petersburg, Albrecht von Haller in Goéttingen, Leonhard Euler in Ber-
lin and St. Petersburg, Johann Heinrich Lambert (1728-1777) in Berlin, Jo-
hannes III Bernoulli (1744-1807) in Berlin and Giuseppe Piazzi in Palermo.
It is interesting to note that these scholars, who had grown up in republics,
were willing to serve monarchs as long as they could serve the scientific in-
stitutions funded by such monarchs and which were lacking in their own
countries. Their devotion to these institutions — whether universities, acad-
emies or observatories — is astonishing. Today, it can be well documented,
mainly by their correspondences’ and by the number and quality of their
published works, the production of which required constant working disci-
pline, which also shaped the organisation of their scientific investigations. It
was probably this very discipline that made them so sought after, because
monarchs knew that their rigorous upbringing made them immune to the
increasing frivolity of the century. For these same reasons Swiss scholars
were also much appreciated as tutors in noble families. The only concern in
their regard among monarchs and nobles was that they might be induced to
return home by nostalgia, a term used in 1731 by Johann Jacob Scheuchzer
(1672-1733) to describe homesickness as a specific Swiss malady.'

Indicative of the Swiss scientific movement’s cohesion is the sponsor-
ship of outstanding young scholars by the leading representatives of the
movement itself. One example may suffice. At thirty years of age, in 1758,
the self-taught Johann Heinrich Lambert, who had spent ten years as tutor
in the home of Count Peter von Salis in Chur and who was an associate of
the local Literary Society and of the Societas Helvetica of Basel, decided to
leave his job and seek to build himself an academic career. He first turned
to Albrecht von Haller to obtain his recommendation for a position as
professor at Gottingen University. However, notwithstanding Haller’s sup-
port, his application was unsuccessful (1759).”> He then turned to Euler, at
that time in Berlin, who recommended him in 1760 for the position of
Professor of Astronomy at the St. Petersburg Academy of Sciences. This
attempt also failed. Later, in 1764, Euler invited him to Berlin in the hope
of convincing Frederick II to appoint him to the Prussian Academy.™ The
King was at first put off by Lambert’s very humble and unconventional
clothing and manners, as well as by his strong religious convictions. But as
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he came to know him better, he was greatly impressed both by his versatil-
ity in physics, mathematics, astronomy and logic and by his deep insights.
These qualities persuaded Frederick to appoint Lambert in 1765 to the
Academy, where he became, until his death in 1777, the most dedicated
academician and prolific contributor to its transactions.

The non-Swiss correspondences of the Bernoulli dynasty, Johann Jakob
Scheuchzer, Gabriel Cramer (1704-1752), Euler, Haller, Lambert, Bonnet,
Horace-Bénédict de Saussure (1740-1799) and of many other members of
the Swiss scientific movement testify that, for over eighty years, they con-
stituted a large part, if not the bulk, of that intangible republic of letters
which, in the name of tolerance and freedom of inquiry, united European
scholars by overcoming religious, social and political barriers. This phe-
nomenon demonstrates that the motto <Helvetia mediatrix> is not a stereo-
type when applied both to this period and to this movement. The phenom-
enon 1s even more evident when one considers the extraordinary scholarly
networks established either by the naturalist Louis Bourguet (1678-1742)
in order to publish the Bibliothéque italigue (1728-1734),¢ or by the
physicist and astronomer Marc-Auguste Pictet (1752-1825) for compila-
tion of the Bibliothéque britannigue (1796-1815) in a period when con-
tacts between continental science and British science were hampered by
the Napoleonic wars."”

Yet reliability, capacity for continuous work and European scholarly
networks were not the only elements that the members of the Swiss scien-
tific movement had in common. Indeed the Reformed members of this
movement also shared similar attitudes towards the French Enlighten-
ment. This they largely distrusted, not, of course, because of its attacks on
Catholicism, but because of its assault on Christian ethics as the basis of
human coexistence, and on religious beliefs more generally. There is a
striking continuity between Leonhard Euler’s and Haller’s defence of rev-
elation against free thinkers.”® Euler, however, did not experience such an
extreme struggle over his own faith as Haller, who did not judge it to be as
profound and monolithic as he wished.” From this point of view they
stood as steadfast <defensores fidei>, and they were furthermore convinced
that there was no evident conflict between science and revealed religion.
The two could exist hand in hand, since good science was, in their view a
form of good religion. The notion put forward by some authors of the
French Enlightenment that nature could be autonomous and not the work
of a creator was abhorred. The expression <Priester der Natur>, used in
1749 by the physician and poet Paul Gottlieb Werlhof (1699-1767) to de-
fine Haller, highlights the strong connection perceived in his personality
between science and religion.° This, however, was a feature which did not
pertain to Haller alone but describes well many other Swiss natural phi-
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losophers of the time.?! Also revealing are the battles fought by Charles
Bonnet against the unbelievers** and the fact that, when the conflict erupted
between science and religion on geological issues concerning the age of the
earth, the staunchest defender of a liberal, but not literal, sacred chronol-
ogy applied to the history of the earth was the Genevan naturalist Jean-
André De Luc (1727-1817), who called himself a <philosophe Chrétien>.??

Given the high status that Swiss natural philosophers assigned to calcu-
lus, observation and experimentation, and the clear demarcation line that
they drew in their published works between scientific and socio-political
discourse, it is extremely difficult to decipher the political implications of
their scientific theories and also their political leanings. However, drawing
on their biographies and considering that they were brought up in small
republics where politics was one of the main topics of concern and conver-
sation among educated males, it is not surprising that they too took an
active part in the political life of their time by applying mathematics to the
problems of every-day life,*¢ founding learned societies, writing political
novels (Haller),?s by compiling educational and moralising treatises (Ab-
raham Trembley 1710-1784)%¢ and by expressing their opinions at public
assemblies (Charles Bonnet).?” Central to their general view were the con-
cepts of liberty and equality, generally conceived with the late-medieval
meanings assumed by such concepts at the time when their republics were
founded. Also significant was the practice of tolerance as a device to over-
come the conflicts between Protestants and Catholics which for so long
had vitiated the unity of the Swiss population.?® Trembley’s self-definition
as a Christian with no further qualification, and his insistence on the con-
cepts of virtue, simplicity, freedom of the will and benevolence, demon-
strate the impact of a classical, religious and republican education reduced
to its essence and drained of its theological superstructures.

From the vantage point of the present, shaped by so many subsequent
political and social revolutions, most of the members of the Swiss scientific
movement seem conservative in their outlook, also because we are often
unable to understand that they had been brought up under forms of gov-
ernment which enabled at least selected groups of citizens to take part in
the republic’s affairs in a way unthinkable in the rest of Europe, domi-
nated as it was by royalist forms of government. Furthermore their con-
temporary image as conservatives is also strongly suggested by their reli-
gious beliefs and attitudes. We fail to see that those very beliefs and attitudes
lay at the heart of their commitment to science and of scientific work
which established new standards of rigour and for which they were ad-
mired throughout Europe.

Albrecht von Haller has been one of the pinnacles of achievement by
the Swiss scientific movement.
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