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From Latin to the vernaculars. 

The language of higher education from twelfth- to nineteenth-century Europe

Hilde de Ridder-Symoens
In principle I should be able to be very brief in explaining the use of languages in higher education until the end of the nineteenth century. The formal situation is as follows: till the end of the old regime, let's say, around 1800, the official language used at the European universities was Latin. In the beginning of the nineteenth century almost all universities moved to the vernacular for their teaching but continued for decades to use Latin for graduation and university ceremonies. In reality the situation was a bit more complicated as I will explain in the fifteen minutes assigned to me.

During the Middle Ages the language of intellectuals and of intellectual activities was exclusively Latin. Commerce, justice and administration switched to the vernacular in the late Middle Ages, between the fourteenth and early sixteenth century depending on the city and country. In the sixteenth century the vernacular became an important element of 'national identity', that went hand in hand with the formation of the modern nation-states and  the establishment of national churches and national legal systems based on Roman law and princely legislation. Sovereigns made the use of the vernacular in public affairs compulsory and some of them actively promoted a standard national language. They were sustained by humanist literate men who approached the vernacular in a scientific way and laid the foundations for modern linguistics. The rise of the nation-state, the confessional division and the use of the vernacular fragmented ideas and knowledge along national lines and led to the collapse of the universal Christian and Latinate culture. Britain and France used their empires and centralized institutions to build strong national scientific cultures that became in the long run a model for the other countries in Europe and in the world. 

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries humanists and scientists were concerned about the spread of new knowledge in large sections of the population. Therefore they promoted the publication of  results of new science in the vernacular. Well-known examples of this policy are the engineer Simon Stevin who wrote in Dutch and scientists such as Galilei and Boyle who argued that one could discuss the most obscure problems of astronomy and chemistry in Italian or English only. Writers such as Alberti and Montaigne, though steeped in the classics, used Italian and French to discuss contemporary issues and reach a large public As a consequence Latin lost its monopoly as the lingua franca  in the Republic of Letters. Due to political factors French became the second generally accepted language of the men of letters, and this till the first half of the twentieth century. Knowledge of Latin, and certainly of 'good Latin' became restricted to a very small segment of society. It remained nevertheless the official language of the catholic Church and the universities. This does not mean that academic life was completely unilingual. The curators of the city-universities, even if several of them went to a Latin secondary school and some to a university, were at the end of Middle Ages used to communicating and conducting their administrative duties in the vernacular. Therefore university statutes were written or translated into their language.

Language problems did not only occur among the city governors. Already at the end of the Middle Ages and until the end of the ancien regime, university professors complained about their students' poor knowledge of Latin. They were often incapable of following the lectures. Consequently, many university colleges and arts faculties offered foundation courses in Latin grammar and literature to bring the freshmen to a sufficient level to follow the regular university classes in the arts faculty. There is, however,  evidence that at the end of the sixteenth century some teachers used the vernacular in practical classes.  In the faculties of law current 'national' law was introduced in addition to Roman and canon law. For the University of Louvain, created in 1425, we know that some teachers used French in the classroom when explaining the national law. Seventeenth century travelling students noticed that in Spain lectures were given in the vernacular. At the military engineering school Simon Stevin had founded at Leiden about 1600, Dutch was the main teaching language.  

In elite schools in France, Italy and Germany, created to receive the happy few on their Grand Tour, great importance was given to teaching modern languages and especially French, the language of diplomacy and international communication among the elites around 1700. Following their footsteps traditional universities too experimented with the teaching of modern languages and thereby breaking with the monopoly of Latin in the university. French became popular also in the learned societies and academies although Latin remained as a main language of communication among a great number of learned men until the nineteenth century, certainly in writing. Latin lasted longer as the preferred language in diplomacy and oral intellectual communication in smaller countries on the periphery of Europe. We must not forget that the use of Latin was always considered an element of social, cultural and intellectual distinction. 

Although there was some pressure from below, from the students, to teach in the vernacular, Latin remained the official language of the universities in the seventeenth and eighteenth century. Public courses had to be lectured in Latin and theses written and defended in the language of Cicero. But at the same time the vernacular continued to progress in the classroom, certainly in the progressive and newly created institutions that fostered natural sciences and new disciplines in the social sciences, as, for instance, in Halle and Göttingen. This led to a Querelle des Anciens et des Modernes, between those who wanted the keep the supremacy of Latin and the classical culture in the university and those whose ambition it was to modernise the curricula of the universities by introducing new disciplines and modern languages, as for instance in the Swedish universities in the middle of the eighteenth century. At Glasgow, teaching in English in the medical faculty was generalized by the middle of the eighteenth century, but at Edinburgh Latin was abandoned in teaching and examining medicine only in 1833.

The numerous institutions of higher vocational education that were erected in the late seventeenth and eighteenth century all over Europe immediately  introduced the vernacular as the teaching language.

Although there was a general tendency to move to the vernacular in the universities of the late eighteenth century the French Revolution accelerated the process of transition. In all the countries under French rule universities were abolished about 1800. After the restoration universities were re-erected and the teaching language became the vernacular, sometimes after a long hesitation, as in Finland, Austria and the Netherlands where Latin was officially abolished as late as 1876. Latin was only retained for theology in most of the continental universities. In the Louvain faculties of theology and canon law it was compulsory to teach in Latin until the second world war, and even to write a thesis and to publish although this custom was falling out of use already before 1945.

In countries under foreign rulers or under a dominant language rule national movements in the nineteenth century were striving for the recognition of their language as an academic teaching language, as, for instance in Czechoslovakia, Finland and Flanders. In 1888 the German speaking University of Prague was split up into a German and a Czech university. In Finland one choose for parity. Latin was slowly taken over by Swedish and Finnish in the University of Helsinki from the middle of the nineteenth century onwards, but it was only in 1937 that the language parity was codified. In Flanders it was only in 1930 that Dutch instead of French was accepted as the teaching language in university education, starting with the University of Ghent. 

Latin was kept much longer for the public defence of theses and for public academic ceremonies. In Vienna, Uppsala and Turku the graduation ceremonies are still performed in Latin and in many universities (Cambridge, Oxford, Trinity College Dublin )  the doctoral degree certificates are still written in the same language. Utrecht University has chosen for a modern solution: the certificate is drawn up in Latin, Dutch and English. For certificates of doctor honoris causa  Latin remains the most popular language.

Conclusions
The use of languages at the universities was closely related to political, religious and cultural ideology. After the disintegration of the Roman empire in the early Middle Ages Latin was kept as the international language of politics, religion, culture and economy. It was considered as an emanation of the universal Christian body of thought that dominated Europe. The political fragmentation of Europe from the high Middle Ages onwards led to a gradual religious and cultural fragmentation. Latin as the lingua franca was surpassed by 'national' languages that developed along the political lines. All the different countries in Europe fostered a 'national' identity by promoting and protecting a 'national' language, culture, church, economy and so on. At the same time the growing nation-states saw the need for a vehicle of international communication. Politically and economically dominant countries managed to be internationally accepted as models, their language and culture being taken over at least by the higher social and intellectual strata of society. Universities, institutions that always were strongly imbedded in society and considered by the rulers as an instrument of politics,  followed the same pattern albeit more slowly. On the one hand universities had to play a role in the shaping of the nation-state, inter alia by elaborating a 'national' scientific language; on the other hand they were one of the main actors in international communication and in the positioning of their own country in the international field. Therefore they had to make use of  an internationally accepted language. 

The endeavour to escape the dilemma between international intelligibility and the ability to express oneself clearly and scientifically in the mother tongue demanded and still demands a lot of energy and creativity on the part of the academic community.
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