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To speak without images, it is good and laudable for a people to have
great ancestors, a great age, famous gods of the fatherland, as long as
these awaken it to noble deeds, inspire it to worthy dispositions, as long
as the old training and teaching befits the people. If it gets mocked by the
people itself, if it has outlived itself, or if it gets misused: “What use to
you,” (Horace calls to ��� fatherland) “proud Pontic mast, what use to you
is your superior descent? What use to you are the painted gods on your
walls?”� An idly possessed glory lazily inherited from our ancestors soon
makes us vain and unworthy of our ancestors. Whoever fancies that he
is brave, noble, upright by birth can easily forget to show himself such a
person. He fails to struggle for a wreath which he believes himself already
to possess from his earliest ancestors on. In such a delusion of fatherland-
religion-race-ancestor pride did Judaea, Greece, Rome, indeed almost
every ancient mighty or holy state-constitution, perish. It is not what a
fatherland was formerly but what it is now that we can respect and love
in it.

� . Besides our children, relatives, and friends, this can therefore only be
its organization, the good ��
��������
 inwhichwe readily andmosthappily
care to live with what is dearest to us. Physically, we praise the situation
of a place that with healthy air does our body and mind good; morally, we
consider ourselves happy in a state in which with a lawful freedom and
security we are not ashamed before ourselves, do not waste our effort,
do not see ourselves and our families abandoned but may exercise each
of our duties as worthy, active sons of the fatherland, and may see these
rewarded by our mother’s look. Greeks and Romans were right that no
other human merit exceeds the merit of having founded such a union,
or of reinforcing it, renewing it, purifying it, preserving it. To think, to
work, and (great destiny!) to have successful effect for the common cause
not only of our own but of posterity and of the entire eternal fatherland of
humanity – what, weighed against this, is an individual life, a daily labor
of few minutes and hours?

Everyone who is on the ship in the flooding waves of the sea feels
himself obliged to aid, to preserve, to save the ship. The word �	�����	
�
brought the ship afloat at the shore; he can, he may, no longer (unless
he casts himself overboard and entrusts himself to the sea’s wild waves)
stand idly by in the ship and count the waves as though he was on the

� Horace, ,��� , bk. � , no. �� . Here translated from Herder’s German.
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shore. His duty calls upon him (for all his companions and loved ones
are with him in the ship) that if a storm rises up, a danger threatens, the
wind changes, or a ship hurtles on threatening to run down his vessel –
his duty calls upon him that he should help and call out. Softly or loudly,
according to his class – the deckhand, the helmsman, or the skipper – his
duty, the collective welfare of the ship, calls upon him. He does not seek
security for himself individually; he may not dream his way into the bark
of a select shore-society which is not here at his disposal; he puts his hand
to the task and becomes, if not the savior of the ship, then at least its loyal
fellow traveler and look-out.

What caused it that several formerly very revered classes gradually sank
and still sink into contempt, into shame? Because none of them adopted
the common cause, because each lived as a favored class of property or
honor; they slept in the storm peacefully like Jonah, and destiny struck
them like Jonah. Oh, that human beings despite their seeing eyes do
not believe in a Nemesis! There attaches to every injured or neglected
duty a punishment which is precisely not voluntary but the necessary
punishment which accumulates from generation to generation. If the
fatherland’s cause is holy and eternal, then every neglect of this cause
of its nature atones for itself, and the revenge accumulates with every
more corrupted undertaking or generation. It is not your place to ponder
theoretically about your fatherland, for you were not its creator, but you
must join others in helping it where and as you can, encourage it, save it,
improve it – even if you were the goose of the Capitol.

. Should not therefore, precisely in the spirit of the ancients, the voice
of each citizen, even assuming that it appeared in print, be considered a
freedom of the fatherland, a holy court of ostracism? The poor man was
perhaps able to do nothing else than write, otherwise he would probably
have done something better – do you want to rob the sighing man of his
breath that goes forth into desolate emptiness? But still more valuable for
the man of understanding are the hints and looks of those who see further.
They inspire to activity when everyone is asleep; they sigh perhaps when
everyone is dancing. But they do not only sigh; they show higher results in
simpler equations by means of a certain art. Do you want to make them be
silent because you calculate merely according to the common arithmetic?

 See Jonah .  Reading hängt for hangt.
 According to Livy, when the Gauls attacked Rome in  BC the holy geese of the goddess Juno on

the Capitol awakened the city’s defenders with their cackling so that the city was saved.
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They go silent easily and continue to calculate; but the fatherland counted
on these quiet calculators. A single step of progress that they successfully
indicated is worth more than ten thousand ceremonies and eulogies.

Should our fatherland not need this art of calculation? Let it be that
Germany is brave and upright – bravely and uprightly did it formerly let
itself be led off to Spain and Africa, to Gaul and England, to Italy, Sicily,
Crete, Greece, Palestine; our brave and upright ancestors bled there, and
are buried. Bravely and uprightly did theGermans let themselves be hired
against each other inside and outside their fatherland, as history shows;
friend fought against friend, brother against brother; the fatherland got
ruined and was left orphaned. Should not, therefore, besides bravery and
uprightness something else be necessary for our fatherland in addition?
Light, enlightenment, sense of community; noble pride in not letting
oneself be organized by others, but organizing oneself, as other nations
have done from time immemorial; in being Germans on our own well-
protected piece of territory.

. A fatherland’s glory can hardly in our time any longer be that savage
spirit of conquest that stormed through the history of Rome and the barbar-
ians, indeed of several proud monarchies, like an evil demon. What sort of
mother would she be who (a second, worse Medea) sacrificed her children
in order to capture foreign children as slaves, who sooner or later become a
burden for her own children? Unfortunate would be the fatherland’s child
who, given away or sold, had to run into the sword, lay waste, murder, in
order to satisfy a vanity that bears advantage for no one. The glory of a
fatherland can in our time and for the even more strictly judging world of
posterity be no other than that this noble mother provides for her children
security, activity, occasion for every free, beneficent practice, in short, the
upbringing that is her own protection and advantage, dignity and glory.
All the peoples of Europe (not excluding other parts of the world) are now
in a contest of, not physical, but mental and artistic forces with each other.
When one or two nations accomplish steps of progress in a short time
for which formerly centuries were required, then other nations cannot,
and may not, want to set themselves back by centuries without thereby
doing themselves painful damage. They must advance with those others;
in our times one can no longer be a barbarian; as a barbarian one gets
cheated, trodden on, despised, abused. The epochs of the world form a
moving chain which no individual ring can in the end resist even if it
wanted to.


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A fatherland’s culture is part of this, and in it also the culture of lan-
guage. What encouraged the Greeks to their glorious and most difficult
works? The voice of duty and glory. Through what did they think them-
selves to be superior to all the nations of the earth? Through their culti-
vated language and what was planted amongst them by means of it. The
imperious language of the Romans commanded the world – a language
of law and deeds. Through what has a neighboring nation won so much
influence over all the peoples of Europe since more than a century ago?
Besidesother causes, especially also through its – in thehighest senseof the
word – formed [gebildete] national language. Each personwho took delight
in its writings thereby entered its realm and sympathetically shared in
[nahm Teil an] them. They formed and deformed, they ordered, they
impressed. And the language of the Germans, which our ancestors called
a language of tribal stem, pith, and heroes, should pull the victory car of
others like a conquered prisoner, and in the process still give itself airs in
its clumsy empire- and court-style? Throw it away, this oppressive finery,
you matron squeezed in contrary to your will, and be what you can be and
formerly were: a language of reason, of force and truth. You fathers of the
fatherland, honor her, honor the gifts which – unasked and unrewarded,
and yet not without glory – she offered. Should every art and activity
through which many a person would like to help his fatherland first hire
itself out abroad like that lost son, and entrust the harvest of his industry
or his mind to a foreign hand, in order that you might have the honor of
receiving it from there? I think that I see a time coming . . .

However, let us not prophesy, but after everything only observe that
every fatherland, already just with its sweet name, has a moral tendency.
It descends from fathers; with the name father it brings to our minds
the recollection of our times of youth and games of youth; it awakens the
memory of all the men of merit before us, of all the worthy men after us

 I.e. France.
 The reference of this “its” could be either to the nation or to the nation’s language. The ambiguity

may well be deliberate.
 Besides the ambiguity of reference mentioned in the preceding note, this “its” could also mean:

their (cf. the “them” that follows). In that case the “their” would mean the writings’, or perhaps
the writings’ and the nation’s and/or the language’s. Again, the ambiguity may well be deliberate.

 The expression nahm Teil an could mean either () participated in, or () had sympathy with.
Here both meanings are involved – hence the translation “sympathetically shared in.”

 The reference of “them” is again ambiguous. The word could refer to the writings only, or to the
writings and the nation and/or the language. Again the ambiguity may well be intentional.

 This refers to the New Testament story of the prodigal son – Luke :–.
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to whom we will become fathers; it links the human species into a chain
of continuing members who are to each other brothers, sisters, betrothed,
friends, children, parents. Should we regard ourselves otherwise on the
earth? Is it necessary that one fatherland has to rise up against another,
indeed against every other, fatherland – which of course links its members
with the same bonds as well? Does the earth not have space for us all?
Does not one land lie peacefully beside the other? Cabinets may deceive
each other, political machines may be moved against each other until
the one blows the other to pieces. Fatherlands do not move against each
other in that way; they lie peacefully beside each other, and support each
other as families. Fatherlands against fatherlands in a combat of blood
[Blutkampf ] is the worst barbarism in the human language.

 The translation “combat of blood” tries to preserve a significant ambiguity in the German:
() bloody combat, () combat based on blood (i.e. on race).





Letters for the Advancement of Humanity
(–) – tenth collection

[Letter] 

But why must peoples have effect on peoples in order to disturb each
other’s peace? It is said that this is for the sake of progressively growing
culture; but what a completely different thing the book of history says!

Did those peoples of the mountains and steppes from northern Asia, the
eternal troublemakers of the world, ever have it as their intention, or were
they ever in a position, to spread culture?Did not theChaldaeansprecisely
put an end to a great part of the ancient majestic glory of western Asia?
Attila, so many peoples who preceded or followed after him – did they
mean to advance the progressive formation [Fortbildung] of the human
species? Did they advance it?

Indeed, the Phoenicians, the Carthaginians with their renowned colo-
nies, theGreeks themselveswith their offshoot cities, theRomanswith their
conquests – did they have this purpose? And if through the friction be-
tween peoples there perhaps spread here this art, there that convenience,
do these really compensate for the evils which the pressing of the nations

 Herder intersperses his philosophical argument in this text with long stretches of poetry from
various sources. This poetry is omitted here both for reasons of space and because it is in a sense
inessential to the philosophical argument (though it is, and is conceived by Herder to be, quite im-
portant as an underscoring of his ethical sentiments and an instrument for their communication to
the reader – concerning which see my introduction). The poetry’s contents are briefly summarized
in footnotes instead.

 This numbering continues from the previous nine collections of the work. It is retained here for
the convenience of readers comparing different editions, etc.

 I.e. the Huns and Mongols.
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upon one another produced for the victor and the vanquished? Who can
depict the misery that the Greek and Roman conquests brought indirectly
and directly for the circle of the earth that they encompassed?a

Even Christianity, as soon as it had effect on foreign peoples in the
form of a state machine, oppressed them terribly; in the case of several it
so mutilated their own distinctive character that not even one and a half
millennia have been able to set it right. Would we not wish, for example,
that the spirits of the northern peoples, of theGermans, of theGaels, the
Slavs, and so forth, might have developed without disturbance and purely
out of themselves?

And what good did the crusades do for the Orient? What happiness
have they brought to the coasts of the Baltic Sea? The old Prussians are
destroyed;Livonians, Estonians, andLatvians in the poorest condition still
now curse in their hearts their subjugators, the Germans.

What, finally, is to be said of the culture that has been brought by
Spaniards, Portuguese, Englishmen, and Dutchmen to the East and West
Indies, to Africa among the negroes, into the peaceful islands of the
southern world? Do not all these lands, more or less, cry for revenge?
All the more for revenge since they have been plunged for an incalcu-
lable time into a progressively growing corruption. All these stories lie
open to view in travel decriptions; they have also in part received vocal
expression in connection with the trade in negroes. About the Spanish
cruelties, about the greed of the English, about the cold impudence of
the Dutch – of whom in the frenzy of the madness of conquest hero-
poems were written – books have been written in our time which bring
them so little honor that, rather, if a European collective spirit lived else-
where than in books, we would have to be ashamed of the crime of abusing
humanity before almost all peoples of the earth. Let the land be named

a The French work [by F.-J. de Chastellux]De la félicité publique ou considérations sur le sort des hommes
dans les différentes époques de l’histoire [On Public Happiness or Considerations on the Fate ofMen in the
Different Epochs of History], Amsterdam,  treats a theme to which enough attention cannot be
paid. What is the point of history if it does not show us the image of happy or unhappy, of declining
or ascending, humanity?

 Reading gab for gaben.
 The phrase “indirectly and directly” is a form of hysteron proteron.
 I.e. the Irish and Scottish Celts.
 This is an allusion to the Christianizing of the Prussians and the peoples of the Baltic in the

thirteenth and fourteenth centuries by German knightly orders.
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to which Europeans have come without having sinned against defense-
less, trusting humanity, perhaps for all aeons to come, through injurious
acts, through unjust wars, greed, deceit, oppression, through diseases and
harmful gifts! Our part of the world must be called, not the wise, but the
presumptuous, pushing, tricking part of the earth; it has not cultivated but
has destroyed the shoots of peoples’ own cultures wherever and however
it could.b

What, generally, is a foisted, foreign culture, a formation [Bildung]
that does not develop out of [a people’s] own dispositions and needs? It
oppresses and deforms, or else it plunges straight into the abyss. You
poor sacrificial victims who were brought from the south sea islands
to England in order to receive culture – you are symbols of the good
that Europeans communicate to other peoples generally!c It was there-
fore no otherwise than justly and wisely that the good Ch’ien-lung acted
when he had the foreign vice-king rapidly and politely shown the way
out of his realm with a thousand fires of celebration. If only every
nation had been clever and strong enough to show the Europeans this
way!

If, now, we even blasphemously pretend that through these acts of
injury to the world is fulfilled the purpose of Providence, which in-
deed (we assert) has given us power and cunning and tools precisely
in order to become the robbers, troublers, agitators, and destroyers of
the whole world – who is there who would not shudder at this misan-
thropic impudence? To be sure, we are, even with our stupidities and
deeds of vice, tools in the hands of Providence – however, not to our
credit, but perhaps precisely in order that, through a restless and hellish

b See, among a hundred others, the humane Levaillant’s recent journeys into the interior of Africa
[original French edition, Second voyage dans l’intérieur de l’Afrique dans les années –], Berlin,
, with Reinhold Forster’s notes: “Not only on the Cape of Good Hope, this worthy scholar says
(vol. , p. ), but also in North America, on the Hudson Bay, in Senegal, on the Gambia, in India,
in short, everywhere whither Europeans reach, they cheat the poor natives in trade. Especially
England, the new Carthage, makes the name of the Europeans detested in all other parts of the
world.” Thus Forster. And if only this cheating alone were the end of it! The yeast from Europe
has caused fermentations and preserves fermentations in all parts of the world. (Editor’s note.)
[Such “editor’s notes” are Herder’s own, so labeled by him in keeping with the literary fiction of a
diversity of letter writers writing the main text.]

c Unbiased and unexaggerated remarks about this are to be found in Reinhold Forster’s notes – as on
several, so – on Hamilton’s Voyage Around the World, Berlin, .

 The Chinese troops of the emperor Ch’ien-lung (–) defeated the English who had come to
Tibet, expelled them, and pursued them over the Himalayas to Nepal.
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activity poor amidst the greatest wealth, tortured by desires, enervated by
luxurious sloth, we may die in a nauseating and slow way from the stolen
poison.

And if several moderns stain all the sciences with presumptions of
such a sort, if they find the whole history of humanity to be aiming at
the situation that on no other path than this can the nations experience
salvation and solace, should one not here feel most painfully sorry for our
whole species?

One human being, goes the saying, is for the other a wolf, a god, an
angel, a devil. What are the human peoples that affect each other for each
other? The negro depicts the devil as white, and the Latvian does not
want to enter into heaven as soon as there are Germans there. “Why are
you pouring water on my head?” said that dying slave to the missionary.
“So that you enter into heaven.” “I do not want to enter into any heaven
where there are whites” he spoke, turned away his face, and died. Sad
history of humanity!

 At this point in the text there follow several pages of “Negro Idylls” – so titled with bitter
irony – based on J. de Crèvecoeur, Letters of an American Farmer (London, ), and in keeping
with the spirit of Herder’s preceding critical observations concerning slavery: “The Fruit of the
Tree” tells the sorry story of some whites’ cruel killing of a negro slave who had dared to defend
his fiancée against a white seducer. “The Right Hand” tells the sad story of a noble negro slave
verbally intervening to prevent his white master from unjustly killing another slave, receiving in
punishment the command that he should perform the execution himself, and cutting off his own
right hand rather than do so. The poem is conceived as an example against collaboration. Herder
in a footnote likens this noble negro’s stance to that of certain Frenchmen who nobly resisted
the royal order to kill during the  St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre of Protestants in France.
“The Brothers” tells the moving story of a negro slave who was reared with a white man like
his brother, and loves him dearly, but who in later years is treated callously by him and attacked
by him, and who in the resulting struggle, though winning the upper hand, kills, not the white
man, but, in his hurt, himself. A final verse of the poem notes that similar consequences of hurt
and even death also result from the imperious treatment of social inferiors by social superiors in
Europe. “Zimeo” tells the story of a noble negro slave, Zimeo, who, during a slave revolt against
whites in Jamaica plays a bloodless, just, and moderating role. He comes to a plantation owned by
whites to whose goodness their negro slaves testify and whom Zimeo therefore warmly praises. He
then recounts the pitiful story of having been taken from his home in Africa by slave traders along
with his guardian and the latter’s daughter, who was by then his own wife and pregnant, and of
subsequently being brutally separated from them. However, it turns out that they are on the very
plantation in question, and so the poem ends with a joyous and grateful reunion. The poem, told
from a white man’s standpoint, concludes with his benevolent wish that the reunited family might
find their way back home to Africa. “The Birthday” tells of a kindly Quaker who celebrates his
birthday by freeing a long-serving negro slave of his on generous terms, and who in the process
makes noble remarks about freedom, about God being the father of all men, and against the slave
trade. The loyal slave is reluctant to leave his good master, and so the latter proposes that, now free,
he should continue to work for him, but now as a well-paid worker and friend – a proposal which
the slave gratefully accepts. The poem ends stressing that the Quaker considered his actions to be,
not a gift, but simple duty.
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[Letter] 

Certainly a dangerous gift, power without kindness, inventive slyness without
understanding. The corruptedly cultivated human being wants only to be
able, to have, to rule, to enjoy, without considering to what end he is able,
what he has, and whether what he calls enjoyment does not eventually
turn into a killing of all enjoyment. What philosophy will free the nations
of Europe from the stone of Sisyphus, from the wheel of Ixion, to which
a greedy politics has damned them?

In novels we cry for the butterfly whose wings get wetted by the rain; in
conversations we bubble over with great sentimental dispositions – and
for this moral corruption of our species, from which all evil arises, we
have no eye. We slaughter to greed, to pride, to our slothful boredom a
thousand sacrificial victims who do not cost us a single tear. One hears of
thirty thousand human beings left dead on the battlefield for nothing as
one hears of cockchafers that have been shaken down, of a field of crops
ruined by hail, and one will perhaps feel sorrier about the latter disaster
than about them. Or one expresses disapproval of what happened in
Peru, Ismail, Warsaw, while, as soon as our prejudice, our greed for
gain, finds a role in the matter, one wishes something similar and worse
with grim anger.

This is indeed how it is. It is a well-known and sad saying that the
human species never appears less deserving of love than when it affects
one another by nations.

But are the machines that affect one another in this way even nations,
or does one misuse their name?

Nature begins from families. Families combine with each other; they
form a tree with twigs, stem, and roots. Each root digs its way into the
ground and seeks its nutrition in the earth just as each twig right up to
the top seeks it in the air. They do not separate from each other; they do
not fall over each other.

Nature has divided peoples through language, ethics, customs, often
throughmountains, seas, rivers, and deserts; it, so to speak, did everything

 This refers to the conquest and plunder of Peru by the Spaniards under Pizarro in –.
 Ismail is a port-city on an arm of the Danube that was attacked three times by the Czar’s troops

during the – and – Russian-Turkish Wars and destroyed.
 During the eighteenth century Warsaw passed from Swedish control to several periods of Russian

control, then after a bloody uprising against the Russians in  passed back into Russian control
later that same year, before in  becoming a Prussian possession.
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in order that they should for a long time remain separated from each
other and become rooted in themselves. Precisely contrary to the world-
unifying plan of that Nimrod, the languages got confused (as the old
legend says); the peoples divided from each other. The diversity of
languages, ethics, inclinations, and ways of life was destined to become a
bar against the presumptuous linking together of the peoples, a dam against
foreign inundations – for the steward of the world was concerned that for
the security of the whole each people and race preserved its impress, its
character; peoples should live beside each other, not mixed up with and
on top of each other oppressing each other.

Hence no passions are as mightily effective in everything living as those
that aim at self-defense. At the risk of her life, with manyfold-multiplied
forces, a hen protects her young against vulture and goshawk – she has
forgotten herself, has forgotten her weakness, and feels herself only as the
mother of her race, of a young people. Thus all nations which get called
savages – whether they defend themselves against foreign visitors with
cunning or with violence. It is a poor manner of thought that holds this
against them, indeed even classifies peoples according to the passivitywith
which they allow themselves to be deceived and captured.d Did their land
not belong to them? And is it not the greatest honor that they can accord
the European when they consume him at their feast? I do not see why
they should believe themselves created in order to stand more precisely
recorded in Büsching’s Geography, in order to delight the idle European
in copper engravings, and to enrich the greed of a trading company with
the products of their land.

It is hence unfortunately true that a series of works – English, French,
Spanish, and German – authored in this presumptuous, covetous con-
ceit, are indeed written in a European manner but certainly not humanely.
The nation that expresses itself in this without any doubts at all is well
known. “Rule, Britannia, rule the waves” – many people believe that
with this slogan there is given to them the coasts, the lands, the nations,
and the riches of the world. The captain and his sailor are (it is believed)
the main wheels of creation by means of which Providence effects its

d It seems to me that the letter here takes aim at a passage in [Henry] Home’s history of humanity
[i.e. Sketches on the History of Man ()], which, despite a great wealth of empirical evidence,
in several respects may be lacking in firm first principles. In most expeditions of commerce and
conquest peoples get ranked in the same way. (Editor’s note.)

 See Genesis –.  Herder writes this in English.
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eternal work exclusively to the honor of the British nation and for the
advantage of the [East] India Company. Such calculations and self-eva-
luations may serve politically and for the parliament; [but] to the sense
and feeling of humanity they are intolerable.e Absolutely so when we
poor, innocent Germans echo the British in this respect – lamentation and
misery!

What is a measuring of all peoples by the measure of us Europeans sup-
posed to be at all? Where is the means of comparison? That nation which
you call savage or barbaric is in essentials much more humane than you –
andwhere it perishedunder the pressure of its clime,where its senseswere
unhinged by an organization peculiar to it or by special circumstances in
the course of its history, then, however, let each of us beat his own breast
and look for the beam in his own brain. All works which nourish the –
already in itself intolerable – pride of the Europeans through distorted,
unproved, or manifestly unprovable assertions – the genius of humanity
throws them back with contempt and says: “An unhuman [Unmensch]
wrote them!”

You nobler human beings, to whichever people you belong – Las Casas,
Fénelon, you two good St. Pierres, many an honest Quaker, Montesquieu,
Filangieri – whose first principles aim not at contempt for but at the
valuing andhappiness of all humannations; you travelerswho, likePagès

and others, knewhow toplace yourselves into the ethics andmode of life of
several, indeed all, nations, and found it not without value to consider our
earth as a sphere on which, along with all the climes and their products,
there also must be and will be many kinds of peoples in every condition –
representatives and guardian angels of humanity, who is there from your
midst, with your beneficent manner of thought, who will give us a history
of them of the sort that we need?

e When Dunbar, by whom several contributions to the history of humanity are also well known
among us [Germans], read the True Basis of Civil Government by D. Tucker, a zealous author
for the state, he said: “When the benevolence of this writer is exalted into charity, when the spirit
of his religion” (he was a priest, Dean of Bristol) “corrects the rancor of his philosophy, he will
acknowledge in the most untutored tribes some glimmerings of humanity, and some decisive indications
of a moral nature.” One might wish for many an author this spirit of acknowledging humanity in
the human being. (Editor’s note.) [Irmischer suggests, plausibly, that the reference here should in
fact be to J. Tucker, Dean of Gloucester, A Treatise of Civil Government (London, ).]

 This is of course an echo of Matthew :: “And why beholdest thou the mote that is in thy brother’s
eye, but considerest not the beam that is in thine own eye?”

 P. M. F. de Pagès (–), French explorer. The other men just listed are all discussed by Herder
below, and some supplementary information about them will be given in footnotes there.
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Editor’s afterword

Since it might be pleasant for various readers to know something more
about the advocates of humanity just mentioned than merely their names,
I therefore add this little towards elucidation of the letter.
De Las Casas (Brother Bartolomé), bishop of Chiapas, was the noble

man who, not only in his short narrative of the destruction of the Indian
nation, but also in writings to the highest courts and to the king himself,
exposed to light the atrocities that his Spaniards perpetrated against the
natives of the Indian nation. People accused him of exaggeration and a
heated imagination; but no one convicted him of lying. And why should
what gets called heated imagination not rather have been a noble fire
of sympathy with the unfortunate, without which he would indeed not
have written and also not thus. Time has justified him and convicted
his opponent Sepulveda more than himself of untruth. That he did not
achieve much with his representations does not reduce his merit; let peace
be with his ashes!

∗
Fénelon’s just and loving manner of thought is universally known.
Zealously as he was devoted to his church, and therefore passed harsh
judgment on the Protestantsf because he did not know them, equally did
he loathe, even as a missionary for their conversion, their persecution.
“Above all,” he says to the knight St. George, “never force your subjects
to change their manner of religious service. A human power is not able
to overcome that impenetrable rampart, freedom of the heart. It only
produces hypocrites. When kings, instead of protecting it, interfere with
commands in the worship of God, then they reduce it to serfdom.”

In his Instruction for Guiding the Conscience of a Kingg he gives counsels
which if they were followed would forestall every revolution. I quote only
a few of them, merely as the preceding letter requires them.
f This is visible partly in his pastoral writings, partly in the essays of his pupil, the duke of Burgundy.
g Directions pour la conscience d’un roi – reprinted in the Hague, . [Originally printed in 

with the different title Examen de la conscience d’un roi.]
 The “editor” here is again Herder himself – this being part of the overall literary fiction of multiple

independent letter writers.
 Bartolomé de Las Casas (–), Spanish priest and historian.
 De Las Casas, Brevı́sima relación de la destrucción de las Indias [Short Account of the Destruction of
the Indian Nation] ().

 F. de Salignac de la Mothe Fénelon (–).
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“Did you thoroughly investigate your state’s true need and compare
it with the unpleasantness of the levies before you burdened your people
with them? Did you not call necessity of the state what only served to
flatter your craving for honor? Need of the state what was merely your
personal presumption? You must realize personal pretensions only at
your own private expense, and at most expect what your people’s pure
love voluntarily contributes thereto. When Charles VIII went to Naples
in order to lay claim to the succession of the house of Anjou he undertook
the war at his own expense; the state did not believe itself obligated to
take this on.

Have you done no injustice to foreign nations? A poor unfortunate
comes to the gallows because in deepest desperation he robbed a few talers
on the highway; and a conqueror, that is, a man who unjustly takes away
lands from his neighbor, gets praised as a hero. To exploit a meadow or a
vineyardwithout permission is seen as anunforgivable sin unless the harm
is compensated for; to usurp cities and provinces is assessed as nothing.
To take a field away from an individual neighbor is a crime; to take a land
away from a nation is an innocent, glory-yielding deed. Where is justice
here? Will God judge thus? Dost thou believe that I will be like thee?Must
one only be just in small things, not in big? Millions of human beings
who constitute a nation – are they less our brothers than a single human
being? May one do an injustice to millions concerning a province that
one might not do to an individual concerning a meadow? If, because you
are the stronger, you force a neighbor to sign the peace dictated by you in
order to avoid greater evils, then he signs as the traveler reaches his purse
to the highwayman because he has the pistol before his chest.

Peace treaties are null and void not only when the dominant power has
extorted injustices in them but also when they get cunningly composed in
an ambiguous way in order, when the occasion arises, to exploit a favorable
ambiguity. Your enemy is your brother – you cannot forget that without
renouncing humanity itself. In peace treaties it is no longer a matter of
weapons and war but of peace, of justice, humaneness, good faith. To
deceive a neighboring people in a peace treaty is more dishonorable and
punishable than to cheat a private person in a contract. With ambiguities
and insidious expressions in a peace treaty one already prepares the seed
for future wars – that is, one brings powder-kegs under houses which
one inhabits.
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When the question of war arose, did you investigate and have inves-
tigated – and this indeed by those with the greatest understanding who
least flatter you – what sort of right to war you had? Or did you not have in
view in the matter your personal honor – that of finally having undertaken
something that would distinguish you from other princes? As though it
were an honor for princes to disturb the happiness of peoples whose fa-
thers they are supposed to be! As though a paterfamilias earned respect
for himself through actions that make his children unhappy! As though a
king should have hopes of glory from any other source but virtue, that is,
from justice and from good government of his people!”

These are a fewof Fénelon’s thirty-six articles, which should be amorn-
ing and evening lesson for all fathers of a people. His Conversations, his
Telemachus, indeed all his works, are written in the same purpose; the
genius of humaneness speaks in them without artificiality or ornamenta-
tion. “I love my family,” says the noble man, “more than myself; more
than my family my fatherland; more than my fatherland humanity.”

∗
TheAbbéSt.Pierre is, unjustly, known for almostnothingbuthisproject
for eternal peace – a very goodnatured, indeed noble, weakness, which,
though, is not as entirely weakness as people think. In this proposal, as
in some others, he was deliberately somewhat pedantic – he repeated
himself so that, as he said, if he had gone unheard ten times, he would
be listened to the eleventh time; he wrote drily and did not want to give
pleasure.h

There can hardly be a more decent manner of thought than that which
the Abbé St. Pierre expresses in all his writings. Universal reason and
justice, virtue and beneficence, were for him the rule, the tendency, of our
species, and its slogan: donner et pardonner, give and forgive. For this did
h Generally, he did not think much of mere works of delight; he believed that with our great-

grandchildren they would be completely out of fashion. When such a poem was read out to great
applause and he was asked what he thought of this work of art, he answered “Eh mais, cela est
encore fort beau” [“But indeed, that is still very fine”] and meant that this encore [still ] would not
last for ever. See the Eloge de St. Pierre [Eulogy of St. Pierre] by d’Alembert.

 The above title of and quotations from Fénelon’s work are here translated from Herder’s German,
not from the French. The same is true of the quotations from other French authors that follow.

 Dialogues divers entre les Cardinaux Richelieu et Mazarin et autres ().
 Les aventures de Télémaque ().  C.-I. Castel, Abbé de Saint-Pierre (–).
 Projet pour rendre la paix perpétuelle en Europe (–).
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heread, for thisdidhe lookandhear–withoutpresumption.“An inaugural
speech on entering the Academy,” he said, “deserves to have at most two
hours devoted to it; I devoted four to it, and think that is decent enough;
our time belongs to the benefiting of the state.”

Concerning bodily pain, he did not think like a Stoic but considered
it a true, indeed perhaps the only, evil, which reason could neither avert
nor weaken. Most other evils, he believed, were avertable or merely of an
imagined value. To free one’s fellow human beings from pain was, in his
view, the richest act of beneficence.

“One is not obligated to amuse others, but indeed to deceive no one” –
and thus he strove most strictly for the truth.

Solely occupied with removing what harmed the common good, he was
an enemy of wars, of war glory, and of every oppression of the people –
but he nevertheless believed that the world had suffered less through the
terrible wars of the Romans than through the Tiberiuses, theNeros. “I do
not know,”he says, “whetherCaligula,Domitian, and their kindwere gods;
only this do I know, that they were not human beings. I indeed believe that
they may have been sufficiently praised during their lifetimes for the good
that they produced; it is only a shame though that their peoples perceived
nothing of this good.” He often expressed the beautiful maxim of Francis
the First: “Regents dictate to the peoples; the laws to the regents.”

Since he was not permitted to marry, he educated children, without any
vanity, solely for usefulness, for benefit.He looked forward to a timewhen,
free of prejudices, the simplest Capuchin monk would know as much as
the most skilled Jesuit, and considered this time, however long it might
be postponed, to be unpreventable. He accused human beings’ sloth and
bad habits, but especially despotism, as willful causes of this delay – for
even the sciences, he believed, were loved only on the condition that they
not benefit the people. Thus did that Carthusian monk, when a stranger
praised his Carthusian monastery for its beauty, say, “For passers-by it is
certainly beautiful.”
St. Pierre saw another cause of the postponement of good in the world

in the fact that so few human beings knew what they wanted, and among
these still fewer had the courage to know that they know it, to want what they
want. Even concerning the most indifferent things in literature, people,
he holds, follow received alien opinions and lack the courage to say what

 Francis the First (–), king of France.
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they themselves think. To counteract this, he believes, there is only one
means: that each man of science should compose a testament and at least
have the courage to be truthful after his death.

He wrote an essay concerning how “even sermons could become use-
ful,” and was especially hostile to the Mohammedan religion because it
favors ignorance as a matter of basic principle and makes the peoples
animalistic (abrutiert).

Christian persecutors, he believed, ought to be brought onto the the-
atrical stage as fools if people were unwilling to lock them up as lunatics.

At the end of his essays he often put the motto: Paradis aux
bienfaisants! And it is certain that this man who thought equally
[gleichdenkende] and well [wohldenkende] right up to his last moment
enjoyed this inner paradise. When, in his last breaths, he was asked
whether he did not have anything more to say, he said: “A dying man
has little to say unless he speaks from vanity or from weakness.” During
his life he never spoke from these motives – and, oh, might every letter of
what he then wrote in a narrow national horizon one day be fulfilled in
the widest of scopes! According to his conviction, it will be.i

∗
Hisnamesake,BernardindeSt. Pierre, a genuinepupil ofFénelon,wrote
every one of his works right down to the smallest narrative in the spirit
of love of humankind and simplicity of heart. He likes to combine nature
with the history of human beings, whose goodness he narrates so gladly,
and whose badness he everywhere narrates with leniency. “I will think,”
he says, j “that I have benefited the human species if this weak depiction
of the condition of the unfortunate blacks can spare them a single crack
of the whip, and the Europeans (they who in Europe campaign against
tyranny and compose such beautiful moral essays) cease in India to be

i Oeuvres de morale et de politique de l’Abbé de St. Pierre (Charles Irénée Castel), vols. –,
Rotterdam, .

j Journey to the Islands France and Bourbon, Altenb[urg], , preface, p. . [Original French
title: Voyage à l’isle de France ().]

 The German word abrutiert comes from French abrutir, to make stupid (like a beast, une brute).
 Paradise for those who do good!
 The adjective gleichdenkend could mean either () thinking the same way, or () thinking in an

egalitarian way, or () (most likely) both.
 The word well here is meant not only in the sense properly but also in the sense beneficially

(wohldenkend in a sense modeled on wohltuend = bienfaisant).
 J. H. Bernardin de St. Pierre (–), French poet.
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the cruellest tyrants.” Written in an equally noble spirit are his Paul and
Virginia, the Coffeehouse of Surat, the Indian Straw Hut, and the Studies
of Nature.k One lives so gladly with souls of this sort and rejoices that
there still exist a few of them.

∗
The Quakers, whom the letter mentions, bring to mind a series of mer-
itorious men from Penn on who have done more for the benefit of our
species than a thousand heroes and pompous world improvers. The most
active efforts for the abolition of the shameful trade in negroes and
slavery are their work – in which connection, still, though, quite gen-
erally, Methodists and Presbyterians, all the weak or strong voices from
every land when they made some appeal about this to the deafest of ears
and the hardest of human hearts, to greedy traders, retain their merit
also. A history of the abolition of the trade in negroes and of the discon-
tinuation of slavery in all parts of the world will one day be a beautiful
monument in the courtyard before the temple of universal humaneness
whose construction awaits future times; several names of Quakers will
shine on the columns of this courtyard with quiet glory. In our century it
seems to be the first duty to banish the spirit of frivolity which destroys
everything truly good and great. This the Quakers did.

∗
Montesquieu deserved to be named among the advancers of the good of
humankind, for his first principles have, beyond fashion, spread good –
even given that he may not have attained the level of the entire eulogy that
Voltaire devoted to him.l It was not due to the noble man’s will; many
chapters of his work are, as its motto says, flores sine semine nati, flowers
which lacked a ground and genuine seeds; but many of them are salutary
flowers and fruits. His Persian Letters, his Treatise on the Greatness and
the Decline of the Romans, indeed even his smallest essays are not lacking

k Etudes de la nature (Paris, ). There is now expected from him a work, Harmonie de la nature
pour servir aux éléments de la morale [The Harmony of Nature as Serving the Elements of Morality],
which can only be written in a good spirit. He behaved wisely during the Revolution.

l The eulogy is well known: L’humanité avait perdu ses titres; Montesquieu les a retrouvés.
[Humanity had lost its titles; Montesquieu found them again.] Whatever may be said to the
contrary, humanity owes much to Voltaire himself. A series of essays on history, on philosophy and
legislation, on the enlightenment of the understanding, etc., sometimes in amocking and sometimes
in a didactic tone, are written for humanity. His Alzire, Zaı̈re, etc. likewise. (Editor’s note.)
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in this either. Several chapters of his work On the Spirit of the Laws are
in everyone’s memory.Montesquieu had many and great pupils; the good
Filangieri is among their number too.m

Since the preceding letter does not mention the Scots and English, a
Bacon, Harrington, Milton, Sidney, Locke, Ferguson, Smith, Millar, and
others, doubtless because it did not want to repeat a much-praised glory,
but by contrast names several Neapolitan authors, let it be permitted to
renew the rather forgotten remembrance of a man who in his town before
others laid the foundation for a school of human science in the true sense
of the word:Giambattista Vico. An expert on and admirer of the ancients,
he followed their footsteps by seeking common first principles in physics,
moral theory, law, and international law. Plato, Tacitus, and, among mod-
erns, Bacon and Grotius were, as he says himself, his favorite authors.
In his New Sciencen he sought the principle of the humanity of peoples
(dell’umanità delle nazioni) and found this in foresight (provvidenza) and
wisdom. He located all the elements of the science of divine and human
things in cognition, volition, capacity (nosse, velle, posse), their sole princi-
ple being the understanding, whose eye is reason, illuminated by the light of
eternal truth. He founded the chair of these sciences in Naples which was
later occupied by Genovesi, Galanti.o We have received splendid works
from this region about the philosophy of humanity, about the economy of
the peoples, since the coast of Naples more than any other lands in Italy
blesses and values freedom of thought.

[Letter] 

You wish a natural history of humanity written in a purely humane spirit.
I wish it too. For we are in agreement that a gathered-together description
of peoples according to so-called races [Rassen], varieties, modes of play,

m System of Legislation, Anspach, . [Original Italian title: La scienza della legislazione.]
n Prinzipi di una scienza nuova, first published .
o Antonio Genovesi, Political Economy is familiar in German through a translation; Galanti,
Description of the Two Sicilies likewise. The former’s Storia del commercio della gran Brettagna by
Cary, and his textbooks, show just as much knowledge as philosophical and active, citizenly spirit.
He also published an edition of Montesquieu with notes. (Editor’s note.)

 G. Filangieri (–), Italian jurist.
 Herder here uses the same word Kant had used in his  essay Von den verschiedenen Rassen
der Menschen, a founding work in the dubious modern science of racial typology. This is quite
striking because when Herder himself talks about “races,” as he has sometimes been translated as
doing in this volume faute de mieux, he virtually always uses the quite different word Geschlechter
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ways of mating, etc. does not yet deserve this name. Let me pursue the
dream of such a history.

. Above all, let one be unbiased like the genius of humanity itself; let
one have no pet tribe, no favorite people on the earth. Such a preference
often seduces one into ascribing too much good to the favored nation, and
too much bad to others. If, in the extreme case, the beloved people were
merely a collective name (Celts, Semites, Cushites, etc.) that has perhaps
nowhere existed, whose origins and perpetuation cannot be proved, then
one would have written at sheer wild random [ins Blaue des Himmels].

. Let one still less contemptuously insult any people that has never
insulted us. Even if authors may not hope that the good first principles
which they spread will everywhere find quick acceptance, caution against
giving rise to dangerous first principles is their greatest duty. People read-
ily draw support from contemptuous judgments about other peoples in
order to justify dark deeds, savage inclinations. Pope Nicholas the Fifth
(already a long time ago) gave away the unknown world; he pontifically
gave permission to the white and nobler human beings to turn all unbe-
lievers into slaves. We arrive too late with our papal bulls. Kakistocracy

maintains its rights in practice without us having to authorize it to do
so theoretically and therefore having to invert the history of human-
ity. Should, for example, someone express the opinion that “if it can be
demonstrated that no coffee, sugar, rice, or tobaccoplantations can survive
without negroes, then the legitimacy of the trade in negroes is simultane-
ously proved, in that this trade benefitsmore thanharms thewhole human
species, that is, the white, nobler human beings,” then a first principle of
this sort would immediately destroy the whole history of humanity. Ad
maiorem Dei gloriam it would privilege the most impudent presump-
tions, the cruellest usurpations. Rather, let one not put into the hands of
any people on earth on grounds of “innate superiority” the scepter over
other peoples – much less the sword and the slave whip.

.Thenature-investigatorpresupposesno order of rank among the crea-
tures that he observes; all are equally dear and valuable to him. Likewise
the nature-investigator of humanity. The negro has as much right to

(awordwhich points to common ancestry and culture rather than to racial type).There is therefore
in all probability a critical allusion to Kant’s essay here.

 For the Cushites, see Genesis .  Literally: into the sky’s blue.
 I.e. rule by the worst. (This is presumably another Herderian neologism.)
 For the greater glory of God.
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consider the white man a degenerate, a born albino freak, as when the
white man considers him a beast, a black animal. Likewise the [native]
American, likewise the Mongol. In that period when everything was tak-
ing form, nature developed the form of the human type as manifoldly as
her workshop required and allowed. She developed in form, not various
seedsp (a word which is empty and which contradicts the formation of
humankind), but various forces in various proportions, as many of them
as lay in her type and as the various climes of the earth could develop in
form. The negro, the [native] American, the Mongol has gifts, talents,
preformed dispositions that the European does not have. Perhaps the sum
is equal – only in different proportions and compensations. We can be
certain that what in the human type was able to develop on our round
earth has developed or will develop – for who could prevent it from doing
so? The original form, the prototype of humanity hence lies not in a single
nation of a single region of the earth; it is the abstracted concept from
all exemplars of human nature in both hemispheres. The Cherokee and
theHuswana, theMongol and theGonaqua, are as much letters in the
great word of our species as the most civilized [ gebildetste] Englishman or
Frenchman.

. Each nation must therefore be considered solely in its place with
everything that it is and has – arbitrary separatings, slingings into a con-
fused jumble, of individual traits and customs yield no history. With such
collections one enters into a charnel house, an equipment and clothes
closet, of peoples, but not into living creation, into that great garden
in which peoples grew up like plants, to which they belong, in which
everything – air, earth, water, sun, light, even the caterpillar that creeps

upon them and the worm that consumes them – belongs to [gehört zu]

them.q Living domestic management [Haushaltung] is nature’s concept, as

p The author of this letter has sketched on this subject a special essay, which does not belong here,
however. (Editor’s note.) [See Ideas for the Philosophy of History of Humanity, bk. .]

q That collections of separate peculiarities of the human species can here and there, in this respect
and that, be used as inventories, as repertoires, the author of this letter did not mean to deny; only
as such they are still no history. (Editor’s note.)

 It is uncertain to whom this word refers, but presumably an African tribe.
 This is a tribe of Hottentots in south and southwest Africa described by Levaillant.
 Reading kriecht for kriegt. (The latter would mean “wages war.”)
 This last occurrence of the expression gehören zu, in contrast to the previous one in this sentence,

adds to the idea of participation in which is present in both cases; also the ideas that everything is
owned by and required for peoples (the expression being able to bear all three of these senses).
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in the case of all organizations [Organisationen], likewise in the case of
multiform humanity. Suffering and joy, lack and possession, ignorance
and consciousness, stand beside each other in the great domestic man-
ager’s [Haushälterin] book and are calculated to balance each other.

. Least of all, therefore, can our European culture be the measure of
universal human goodness and human value; it is no yardstick or a false
one. European culture is an abstracted concept, a name. “Where does it
exist entirely? With which people? In which times?” Moreover (who
can deny it?), there are so many shortcomings and weaknesses, so many
twistings and horrors, bound up with it that only an unkind being could
make these occasions of higher culture into a collective condition of our
whole species. The culture of humanity is something different; it shoots
forth everywhere in accordance with place and time, here more richly and
more luxuriantly, there more poorly and meagerly. The genius of human
natural history lives in and with each people as though this people were
the only one on earth.

. And it lives in it in a human way. All separatings-off and dissec-
tions through which the character of our species gets destroyed yield
semi-concepts or delusive ones, speculations. The Pescherah is a human
being too; likewise theAlbino. Manner of living (habitus) is what defines
a kind; in our diverse humanity it is extremely various. And yet in the end
everything is linked to a few points; in the greatest variety the simplest
order shows itself. The negro reveals himself in his footstep, as does the
Hindu in his finger-tip; likewise both of them in love and hate, in the
smallest and the greatest occupation. A penetratingly perceptive being
who knew every possible alteration of the human type according to situa-
tions on our earthly sphere in a genetic manner would easily discover from
a few given characteristic marks the totality of the entire conformation and
of the entire manner of living [habitus] of a people, of a tribe, of an individual.

Faithful travel descriptions lead to this recognition of the humanity
in the human being much more surely than do systems. I was happy
that your letterr named among those who have transposed themselves
r Letter .

 In Herder, as here, this word usually connotes the physical constitution of an organism.
 I.e. nature’s (hence feminine like die Natur).
 The closing (emphatic) quotation mark is omitted in Irmischer’s text. Its position here is therefore

conjectural.
 This is a name given to the native tribes of Tierra del Fuego by the French explorer Bougainville.
 This name was applied by the Portuguese to white negroes on the coast of Africa.
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deeply into the ethics of foreign peoples Pagès too.s Let one read his de-
pictions of the characters of several nations in America,t of the peoples
in the Philippines,u and the judgments that he passes here and there on
the behavior of the Europeans towards them, how he sought to, so to
speak, incorporate into himself the manner of thought of the Hindus, of
theArabs, of theDruse, etc. even through participating in their manner of
living.v –Travel descriptions of such a sort – ofwhich (let us be thankful to
humanity!) we have manyw – expand our horizon and multiply our sensi-
tivity for every situation of our brothers. Without losing a word about this,
theypreach sympathy, tolerance, forgiveness, praise, pity,many-sided cul-
tureof themind, satisfaction,wisdom.Certainly, in traveldescriptions too,
as on travels, each person seeks his own thing. The base person seeks bad
company, and of course among a hundred nations one will be found there
that favors his prejudice, that nourishes his delusion. The noble human
being everywhere seeks the better, the best, just as the drawer chooses pic-
turesque regions. This person will notice originally good but misused first
principles evenbehind the veil of badhabits, andwill garner even from the
abyss of the ocean not slime but pearls. – A classification of travel descrip-
tions, not, as might be entertained, only according to noteworthy features
of natural history, but also according to the inner content of the travel
describers themselves, to what extent they had a pure eye and in their breast
universal natural and human sensitivity – such a work would be very useful
for the distracted flock of readers who do not know right from left.x 

s De Pagès, Voyage autour du monde [ Journey Around the World], Berne, .
t Pp. , –. u Pp. –, –. v Vol. .
w Among many others I name G. Forster’s and Levaillant’s – by the latter especially his more

recent travels. The first principles which rule in them concerning how human beings and animals
should be considered and treated provide a hodopaedia [education in journeying] which especially
the English seem to lack. Their judgments about foreign nations always betray the divisum
toto orbe Britannum [the Briton divided from the whole sphere of the earth] if not indeed the
monarchic merchant; whereas a describer of travels ought actually to have no exclusive fatherland.
(Editor’s note.)

x Who could provide this work better than Reinhold Forster ? – even if he only wanted to add his
judgments to an already-printed list of travel descriptions. (Editor’s note.)

 Herder at this point inserts in the main text a longish poem “The Forest Hut [Die Waldhütte]”
(explanatorily subtitled: “amission-narrative fromParaguay”), basedonanarrativeby theAustrian
missionary M. Dobritzhofer. In the poem a missionary comes upon a remote family of native
Americans – mother, son, and daughter – who are living in idyllic isolation. He persuades them
to come with him. After some initial resistance from the mother, they do so. But they suffer from
the loss of their home. The two women die. The son is then visited at night by visions of his
mother and sister telling him to be baptized because they will fetch him to them soon. To his
delight, the missionary promises to baptize him. On the very day that he is baptized he dies. The
poem concludes with a verse reproaching the missionary for having uprooted the family contrary
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[Letter] 

Certainly, it is not a matter of indifference according to which first principles
peoples take effect on each other; and yet is there not a history of peoples
which lacks all first principles about the behavior of the nations towards
each other? Is there not another history in which the most harmful first
principles are set up as just and praiseworthy measures? It is precisely for
this reason that some people do not know why they should only condemn
the behavior of the Europeans towards the negroes and savages, because
after all similar first principles seem to govern in thewhole history of peoples
with more or less modifications.

Most wars and conquests in all parts of the world – on what bases
did they rest?, which first principles guided them? Not, as might be as-
sumed, only those rovings of the Asiatic hordes, but also most of the
wars of the Greeks and Romans, of the Arabs, of the barbarians. Most
definitely the persecutions of heretics and the crusades, the Europeans’
behavior towards witches and Jews, their undertakings in both Indias. –
How one regrets in all this many a great man who performed almost su-
perhuman deeds as a man deceived, as a madman! With the noblest soul
he became a stormer and robber of the world who for the most part also
harvested a poor reward for his deeds from courts that were as ungrateful
towards him as they were barbaric towards the peoples. One is astonished
at thepresenceofmind thatVascodaGama,Albuquerque,Cortes,Pizarro,
and many under them displayed in circumstances of the greatest danger;
pirates and highwaymen often displayed the same thing. But who that is
not a Spaniard or Portuguese will dare to make the deeds of these heroes,
of Cortes, of Pizarro, or of the great Albuquerque before Suez, Ormuz,
Calicut, Goa, Malacca, into the subject of a hero-poem, and to praise
still now the first principles that were in force then?y The eulogists of
St. Bartholomew’s Night, of the murders of Jews are covered with re-
proach and shame; it is to be hoped that the robbers and murderers of
the peoples too will – despite all their demonstrated heroic deeds, merely

y One of our poets [i.e. J. F. W. Zachariä] tried it with Cortes, but he wisely stopped.

to the mother’s initial resistance, and enjoins, “Oh let, / though, each plant bloom where it
blooms!”

 I.e. India and America, the land of American Indians.
 A. d’Albuquerque (–), Portuguese navigator and viceroy in India.
 On St. Bartholomew’s Day in  there occurred in France a government-instigated massacre

of Protestants.
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and solely in accordance with the first principles of a pure human history –
some day stand covered with the same.

The same thing applies to the first principles concerning what one con-
siders permitted to oneself in war. If plundering, mutilating, raping, poi-
soning ofwells andof one’sweapons are recognized as dishonorablemeans
of warfare, are not domestic incitements of subjects who do not belong
to the army, Vendée wars, plans for the starvation of nations, faithless
pretenses just as much so? Everyone loathes the plans ofAlbuquerque, who
wanted to turn thewhole ofEgypt into a desert by having it deprived of the
Nile, who wanted to plunderMecca andMedina, lands that were involved
in no war with the Portuguese. – Such atrocities against foreign, peace-
ful peoples, implantings of faithlessness in the hearts of one’s enemy,
etc. in the end punish themselves. He who conducts simultaneously both
an open and a secret war usually relies so much on the efficacy of his secret
means that the open ones go awry for him as well. Instigation and betrayal
rarely rewarded their authors otherwise than with loss and shame. He who
pushes aside first principles onwhich alone still restswhat remains of peo-
ples’ honor and good name in war poisons the wells of history and of the
international law of peoples right down to the last drop.

It would yield a sad overview if one went through each written history
of peoples in their wars and conquests, in their negotiations, in their plans
for action, according to the first principles on which their action and writing
took place. How much more honorable were our ancestors, the ancient
barbarians, who in their duels not only saw to equality of weapons, but also
shared position, light, and sun without bias. How much more honorable
are the savages in their negotiations and peace treaties, in their barter
and trade! Force and arbitrariness may command concerning things over
which they have power, but not concerning first principles of right and
wrong in human history.z

z Concerning the Romans’ manner of thinking about this in their best times let one read Lipsius
(Doctrina politica [i.e. Politicorum sive civilis doctrina ()], with its commentary), Grotius
(De jure belli et pacis []), or even the good Montaigne ([Essais (),] bk. , chs. , ).
It is very shaming for our times. (Editor’s note.)

 On  March  there erupted in the Vendée region of southwest France a royalist rebellion
against the revolutionary regime in Paris.

 Herder at this point inserts in the main text several poems, on themes related to the points just
made, which are omitted here. “The Hun Prince” tells of a prince of the Huns from whom the
Tatars demand his best horse. His captains want to fight, but he says that it is not worth it for a
horse, and gives up the horse. The same thing happens with his fairest woman. Then the Tatars
demand his land, and, while the captains are by now ready to give this up as well, the prince says
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[Letter] 

Since presently during the most accursed war, in which an early peace
proves so difficult, there is much talk of plans for eternal peace, I commu-
nicate to you a real attempt made with this purpose in the words of the
man who reports it.

On eternal peace (an Iroquois arrangement)

“The Delawares formerly lived in the region of Philadelphia and beyond
that towards the sea. Thence did they often conduct attacks on the vil-
lages of the Cherokees, mingle unrecognized in their dances at night, and
suddenly murder many during these. Still more severe and older were

that this affects not only himself but also the state, and consequently calls for battle. Battle takes
place and the prince and his captains not only keep the land but also win back his horse and woman.
“The War Prayer” tells of a sheikh and his vizier who go off to fight a war with the former’s brother.
On the way, they stop and pray at a saint’s grave. The sheikh asks the vizier what he prayed for,
and the latter says that it was for the sheikh’s victory. The sheikh replies that he himself prayed
that God should give victory to his brother if He considers the latter more deserving of it than
himself. “Kahira” tells of a queen of the Berbers, Kahira, who, intuiting the imminent fall of her
realm, laments the failure of her previous generosity to appease the enemy, and tells her people
to bury their treasure, which is attracting the enemy, in the ruins of their houses and so achieve
peace throughpoverty.Her people obey, but in vain:The enemy returns, even stronger than before.
She sends off their leader, whom she has captured, asking him to treat her sons as well as she
has treated him, and then she calls to battle. She and her Berber realm perish – however, not her
generosity, in return for which the enemy leader honors her in his good treatment of her sons.
“Law in War” tells a story about Mahmud Ghashnawi (the leader of a Turkish-Persian state who
conquered and plundered in Iran, Afghanistan, and northern India in the eleventh century). A
poor Indian comes to Mahmud complaining that a powerful man from Mahmud’s army has come
to him demanding his wife and house. Mahmud tells the poor Indian to come back when the
man returns – which eventually happens. Mahmud then goes to the poor Indian’s house with his
bodyguards, and orders that the lights be put out and the man killed. Afterwards he calls for light
again, and then falls down in prayer and asks for food. He explains: he had thought that only one
of his own sons or favorites would have been bold enough to be so unjust, and it was for this reason
that he had had the lights put out, so that they would not blind the judge’s eye; but, fortunately, the
guilty party was not one of those, and so, having fasted for days out of anxiety, he can now at last
eat again. The poem concludes with praise of Mahmud’s strict justice, humanity, and piety. “Law
at Sea” tells the story of a ship facing disaster in a stormy sea. The ship’s captain sails into the
enemy’s harbor and surrenders in order to save his men’s lives. The commander of the harbor says
that they have come to him as unfortunate human beings, and that they should repair their ship
and leave freely – only if captured at sea would they be his captives. “The Deceived Negotiator”
tells the story of an invitation extended by the leader of the French forces in Canada to the chiefs
of the Iroquois to attend peace talks. A missionary in good faith urges the chiefs to attend, which
they do. But the French leader has them chained and sent to the galleys. The Iroquois nation is
outraged. Their elder goes to the missionary and tells him that he knows him to be innocent but
that, because others in the nation think otherwise, he should flee to safety. He then gives him an
escort to accompany him over the border to safety. The poem concludes with the warm judgment
on this elder: “Noble man!”

 I.e. G. H. Loskiel (–), a bishop in Pennsylvania.
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the wars of the Delawares with the Iroquois. According to the Delawares’
assertions theywere always the victors over the Iroquois, so that the latter
eventually realized that if the war continued longer the inevitable conse-
quence must be their complete destruction.

So they sent representatives to the Delawares with the following mes-
sage: ‘It is not good that all the nations conduct war, for that will even-
tually lead to the destruction of the Indians. We have therefore thought
up a means for preventing this evil – namely, that one nation should be
the woman. This one we plan to put in the middle; but the other warring
nations should be the men and live around the woman. No one should
touch the woman or do her any harm; and if anyone did so then it is our
plan to speak to him immediately and say to him: “Why are you hitting the
woman?” Then all the men should attack him who has hit the woman. The
woman should not go to war but as far as possible try to preserve peace.
Hence if at some time themen around her are at blows with each other and
thewar threatens to become severe, then thewoman should have the power
to address them and say to them: “You men, what are you doing that you
belabor each other about with blows in this way? Just remember that your
wives and children are bound to die if you do not stop. Do you, then, want
to be responsible for your own annihilation from the face of the earth?”
And the men should then pay heed to the woman and obey her.’

The Delawares put up with becoming the woman. Now the Iroquois
put on a great celebration, invited the Delaware nation to it, and gave
an emphatic speech to the Delaware nation’s authorized representatives
which consisted of three main propositions. In the first proposition they
declared the Delaware nation to be the woman, which they expressed
through the sayings ‘We dress you in a long woman’s skirt that reaches
down to the feet and ornament you with earrings,’ and thereby let it be
known to them that from now on they should no longer occupy them-
selves with weapons. The second proposition was formulated as follows:
‘We hang a gourd-bottle with oil and medicine on your arm. With the
oil you should clean the ears of the remaining nations so that they pay
heed to good and not to evil; but the medicine you should use on such
peoples as have already entered on foolish paths so that they come to
their senses again and turn their hearts to peace.’ The third proposi-
tion, in which they assigned the Delawares agriculture as their future
occupation, was expressed as follows: ‘We hereby give into your hand a
maize stalk and a hoe.’ Each proposition was reinforced by means of a belt
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of wampum (belt of mussel-shells). Since then these belts have been
carefully preserved and their meaning has been repeated from time to
time.

Since this strange peace treaty the Delawares have been called sister-
children by the Iroquois; the three Delaware tribes call each other fellow
female playmates. But these titles are only used in their councils and when
they have something important to say to each other. From the time in
question the Delaware nation has been the woman who preserves peace
into whose care the great belt of peace is given and to whom the chain
of friendship is entrusted. It is her duty to watch over this so that it
is preserved unharmed. According to the Indians’ representation, the
middle of the chain rests on her shoulder and is held firm by her; the
remaining Indian nations hold onto the one end, and the Europeans onto
the other.”aa

Thus the Iroquois. There were times in Europe when hierarchy was
supposed to play the role of this woman. Hierarchy too wore the long
dress; oil and medicine were in her hand. People blame her for, instead
of administering her office of peace, often herself having stirred up and
fanned wars between the men; at least her oil has not yet cleaned the ears
of the peoples, her medicine has not yet cured the sick.

Should we, instead of this hierarchy, put women’s clothes on a real
nation in the middle of Europe and bestow on it the office of a judge over
peace? Which nation?

Buthowcould thisnationadminister theoffice,whenworld-devastating
wars often getwaged over a few furs on theHudsonBay, over a fewvillages
on the Paraguay river (about whose position even those waging the war
themselves have sometimes been in error), over a harbor location in the
Pacific ocean, over governors’ teasings of each other? Indeed, how often
did these wars result from a whim of the monarch, from a base cabal of
the minister! A history of the true origins of the wars in Europe since the
crusades would be a sevenfold Hudibras, the basest satirical poem that
could be written. In a world where dark cabinets initiate and continue
wars, all the efforts of the peace woman would be lost.

aa Loskiel’s Missionsgeschichte in Nordamerika [Mission-history in North America], p. . [I.e.
Geschichte der Missionen der evangelischen Brüder unter den Indianern in Nordamerika ().]

 Herder writes “belt of wampum” in English.
 Herder is referring to the “hierarchy” of the Catholic church in the middle ages.
 Herder is alluding to S. Butler’s comic epic Hudibras (–).
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Unfortunately, even with the savages themselves this arrangement did
not achieve its purpose for long. When the Europeans pressed closer, at
the demand of the men even thewomanwas supposed to participate along
with them in the defense. It was their intention, as they expressed it, first
of all to shorten her skirt, then to take it away entirely and put the war ax
in her hand. A foreign, unforeseen dominant force disturbed the beautiful
project of the savages for peace among each other; and this will always be
the case as long as the tree of peace does not bloom for the nations with
firm, inextirpable roots from within to outside.

How many other means human beings have already tried to put a stop
to war-thirsty nations and to block their paths. Huge walls were erected
between mountain ranges, intervening lands were turned to desert,
intimidating fables were thought up and planted in this desert. In Asia a
holy realmwas supposed to set a limit to the rovings of the Mongols; the
great Lama was supposed to be the peace woman. In Africa obelisks and
temples became the sanctuaries of trade, themothers of legislations and
colonies. InGreece oracles,AmphiktyonicCouncils, thePanionium, the
Panaetolian League, the Achaean League, etc. were supposed to effect,
if not an eternal, then at least a long peace – with what success time has
taught. It would be best if, as in that well-known trading in the interior of
Africa, the nations were not themselves allowed to see each other at all. They
set down their wares and move off, offer and exchange. Catching sight of
each other, deception and quarreling are unavoidable. – My great peace
woman has a different name. Her medicine takes effect late, but surely.
Allow me for this another letter.

 Herder is referring to the Great Wall of China.
 Irmischer plausibly interprets this as an allusion to the introduction of Lamaism in Tibet and

Mongolia in the sixteenth century.
 I.e. those of Pharaonic Egypt.  ReadingMütter forMutter.
 Herder is thinking especially of the oracle of Apollo at Delphi.
 The Amphiktyonic Council was a league of Greek tribes and cities responsible for the shrines at

Delphi and Delos.
 The Panionium was a shrine of Poseidon at Priene, center of the twelve Ionian city-states.
 The Panaetolian League was a political league among the Aetolians.
 The Achaean League was a league of twelve cities of the Achaeans in the northern Peloponnese.
 Herder at this point inserts in the main text a poem based on M. Rauhfrost, Reden Al Hallils

(): “Al Hallil’s Address to his Shoe [Al Hallils Rede an seinen Schuh].” This is omitted here. In
the poem the man Al Hallil goes with his people into a bloody battle. But he has misgivings about
killing, which he expresses to God. He treads in a bog and his shoe will not come out again. As the
battle rages around him, he addresses his shoe: He recalls how it had avoided with him the paths
of violence and wickedness, instead going gentler ways, in particular at night to his beloved. He
says that he follows his shoe’s present advice to continue now too avoiding the path of violence.
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[Letter] 

My great peace woman has only a single name: she is called universal justice,
humaneness, active reason.

I have read a very ingeniousmanuscript inwhich the following propo-
sitions formed the basis of human history: . Human beings die in order
to make room for human beings. . And since fewer of them die than
are born, nature makes space by violent means. . To these belong not
only plague, bad harvest, earthquakes, earth revolutions, but also people
revolutions, devastations, wars. . Just as one animal species reduces the
other, so the human species sets itself in proportion and wards off over-
population. . Hence there are in it preserving and destroying characters. –
Terrible system, which instills in us horror and fear at our own species in
that according to it we have to look everyone in the face, at his gait, and
at his hands to see whether he is a carnivorous or a herbivorous animal,
whether he bears in himself a preserving or a destroying character. Nature
has certainly not denuded us of means for securing ourselves against this
destroying kind of our own species; only she gave us these means not as
weapons in our hands but in our heads and hearts.Universal human reason
and justice is the matron who bears oil and medicine on her arm, a harvest
stalk in her hand, not, as might be thought, only as symbols but as the
quietly effective means if not for an eternal peace then certainly at least
for a gradual diminution of wars. Let us, since we here find our way
onto the honorable St. Pierre’s paths, also not be ashamed of his method,
and direct the great peace woman (pax sempiterna) to her office with
firm first principles. Her function, in accordance with her name and her
nature, is to inculcate dispositions of peace.

First disposition: Horror of war

War, when it is not forced self-defense but a mad attack on a peaceful,
neighboring nation, is an inhuman, worse-than-animal thing to start, in
that it not only threatens the nation that it attacks, in its innocence, with
murder and devastation, but also sacrifices the nation which conducts it

With bitter irony, he wishes the violent heroes well in their violence – may lions roar in honor of
these heroes’ victories, may the tiger sharpen his claws, killed armies sing, snakes hiss in ruined
homes. But he also asks the quiet moon and the peaceful night, which these heroes disturb, not to
shine on them or embrace them.

 This has not been identified.
 Omitting Herder’s redundant and ungrammatical mich.  Eternal peace.
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just as undeservedly as terribly. Can there be a more horrible sight for a
higher being than two armies standing in opposition to each other which
without having suffered abuse murder each other? And in the train of war,
more terrible than war itself, come diseases, military hospitals, starvation,
plague, robbery, violence, desolation of lands, degeneration of minds into
savagery, destruction of families, spoiling of ethics for long generations.
All noble human beings should spread this disposition with warm human
feeling, fathers and mothers should imbue their children with their own
experiences on the subject, so that the terrible word ‘war’ which people
articulate with such ease not only becomes hateful to human beings but
people, with the same horror as in the case of St. Vitus’s Dance, plague,
famine, earthquake, the black death, hardly dare to name it or to write it.

Second disposition: Reduced respect for heroic glory

The disposition must spread more and more that the land-conquering
heroic spirit is not only an angel of death for humanity but also in its talents
does not remotely deserve the respect and glory that get paid to it due to
tradition, from the Greeks, Romans, and barbarians on down. However
much presence of mind, however much comprehensive carefulness and
foresight and rapid vision it may require, the noblest hero will before and
after battle not only lament the business to which he sacrifices his gifts
but also readily confess that in order to be a father of a people there are
required, if not more, then certainly nobler gifts in ongoing effort and a
character – a character that neither owes its battle prize to a single day
nor shares it with chance or blind luck. All men of understanding should
unite to blow away the false sparkle that dances around a Marius, Sulla,
Attila,GenghisKhan, Tamerlaneuntil in the end songs to them and toLips
Tullian seem to every educated [gebildeten] soul to be equally heroic.

Third disposition: Horror of false statecraft

More and more there must be an unmasking of the false statecraft that
places a regent’s glory and his government’s fortune in expansion of
borders, in capturing or seizing foreign provinces, in increased income, sly
negotiations, in arbitrary power, cunning, and deception. TheMazarins,
 Lips Tullian was the leader of a notorious band of robbers that plagued Germany in the sixteenth

and seventeenth centuries. He was executed in .
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Louvois’s, du Terrai’s, and their kind must appear as they are not only in
the eyes of the decent people but also in those of the weaklings themselves,
so that it becomes as clear as one-times-one that every deception of a
false statecraft in the end deceives itself. The universal voice-vote must be
victorious over the value of mere state rank and of its emblems, even over
the most seductive tricks of vanity, even over early-imbibed prejudices. It
seems to me that already now people have advanced far, and perhaps too
far, in contempt for some of these things; the crucial thing is that people
also properly respect what deserves to be valued in everything that the
state imposes on us, and all the more highly so the more it advances
the humanity of human beings.

Fourth disposition: Purified patriotism

Patriotismmust necessarily more and more clean and purify itself of dross.
Every nation must learn to feel that it becomes great, beautiful, noble,
rich, well ordered, active, and happy, not in the eyes of others, not in the
mouth of posterity, but only in itself, in its own self; and that both foreign
and late respect then follows it as the shadow follows the body. With
this feeling there is necessarily bound up horror and contempt for every
empty invasion of your people into foreign lands, for useless interference
in foreign quarrels, for every empty aping and participation that disturbs
our business, our duty, our peace and welfare. It must become ridiculous
and contemptible when native inhabitants quarrel with each other, hate
each other, persecute each other, vilify each other, and slander each other
over foreign affairs which they neither know nor understand, in which
they can change nothing, and which are none of their business at all. They
must appear as foreign bandits and assassins who from mad passion for
or against a foreign people undermine the peace of their fellow brothers.
People must learn that they can be something only in the place in which
they stand, where they should be something.

Fifth disposition: Feeling of justice towards other nations

On the other hand, every nation must gradually come to feel it as unpleas-
antwhen another nation gets disparaged and abused; theremust gradually

 These were all politicians under French absolutism who were notorious for their unscrupulous
exercise of power.
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awaken a common feeling so that every nation feels itself into the position
of every other one. People will hate the impudent transgressor of foreign
rights, the destroyer of foreign welfare, the brazen abuser of foreign ethics
and opinions, the boastful imposer of his own advantages on peoples who
do not want them. Under whatever pretext someone steps over the bo-
rder in order to cut off the hair of his neighbor as a slave, in order to
force his own gods upon him, and in order in return to steal from him
his national sacred objects in religion, art, manner of representation, and
mode of life – he will find in the heart of every nation an enemy who looks
into his own breast and says: “What if that happened to me?” – If this
feeling grows, then there will arise imperceptibly an alliance of all civilized
[gebildeten] nations against every individual presumptuous power. One
can certainly count on this quiet league earlier than on a formal agreement
between cabinets and courts in the manner envisaged by St. Pierre. One
may expect no steps of progress from cabinets and courts; but even they
must in the end,without knowing it and against theirwill, follow the voice-
vote of the nations.

Sixth disposition: Concerning presumptions in trade

Humane feeling grows loudly indignant against impudent presumptions
in trade as soon as innocent, slavish nations get sacrificed to it for a profit
which they do not even receive. Trade should, even if not from the noblest
motives, unify human beings, not divide them; it should teach them to
know their common and individual interests at least as children, even
if not in the noblest profit. That is why the ocean is there, that is why
the winds blow, that is why the rivers flow. As soon as a single nation
wants to shut off the sea from all others, take the wind away from them,
for the sake of its proud greed, then, the more insight into the relation
of peoples to one another increases, there must awaken the indignation
of all nations against [such] a subjugator of the freest element, against
the robber of every highest profit, the presumptuous possessor of all the
treasures and fruits of the earth. No foreign drop of blood will willingly
flow to serve this nation’s pride, its greed, the more that an excellent man’s
true proposition gets acknowledged: “that the interests of the trading powers
do not conflict with each other, and that on the contrary these powers would
 Herder is again using brachylogy here: “there must awaken” is really short for “the more there

must awaken.”
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have the greatest advantage from a reciprocal universal prosperity and from
the preservation of an uninterrupted peace.”bb

Seventh disposition: Activity

Finally, the maize stalk in the Indian woman’s hand is itself a weapon
against the sword. The more human beings come to know the fruits of a
useful activity and learn to realize that by the war ax nothing is won but
much devastated; the more the shaming prejudices about a caste born for
war with a divine calling, a caste in which from father Cain, Nimrod, and
Og to Bashan and on hero’s blood is said to flow, become contemptible
and ridiculous – then the more respect will the corn wreath, the apple-
and the palm-twig receive in preference to the sad laurel that grows beside
dark cypresses and, along with nettles and thorns, loves only lizards and
owls among it.

The gentle spreading of these first principles is the oil and the medicine
of the great peace goddess Reason from whose language no one can in the
end escape. Imperceptibly the medicine takes effect, gently the oil flows
down. Reason steps up softly to this people and that and speaks in the
language of the Indians: “Brother, grandson, father, here I bring you a
sign of alliance, and oil and medicine. With this I want to purify your eyes
so that they see clearly; with it I want to clean your ears so that they hear
rightly; I want to smooth your throat so that my words go down fluidly –
for it is not for nothing that I come; I bring words of peace.”

bb Pinto, Über die Handelseifersucht [On Jealousy in Trade], translated in theSammlung von Aufsätzen,
die größtenteils wichtige Punkte der Staatswissenschaft betreffen, Liegnitz, . The author of the
aforementioned essay prefaced it with the following passage from Buffon: “These times in which
the human being loses his inheritance, these barbaric centuries in which everyone perishes, always
have war as their harbinger, and begin with famine and depopulation. The human being, who
is only able to accomplish anything en masse, who is strong only in unity and combination with
others of his kind, who is happy no otherwise than through peace, is insane enough to arm himself
for his disaster, and to fight for his destruction. Stimulated by an insatiable greed, blinded by a
still more insatiable craving for honor, he renounces the sensations of humaneness, applies all his
forces against himself, strives the one to ruin the other, and in the end causes his actual destruction.
And after these days of blood and murder, when the fog of glory has disappeared, he with a sad
eye sees the earth laid waste, the arts buried, the nations weakened, his own happiness in ruins,
and his true power destroyed.”

 These are all characters in the first four books of the Old Testament.
 The unusual words which Herder employs here, Lacerten und Bubonen, are in part chosen in order

to conjure up images of military hospitals (Lazarette) and bubonic plague.
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And the addressee will answer: “Sister, this string of wampum is meant
to welcome you. I want to extract from your feet the thorns which may
possibly have penetrated for your distress. I want to dispel the fatigue that
has come upon you on your journey so that your knees become strong
and courageous again. The red war ax and the club should be buried in
the earth and we mean to plant over them a tree that should grow right
up to the heavens. Our friendship should last for as long as sun and moon
shine and rise and set, for as long as the stars stand in the heavens and the
rivers flow with water.”cc

If, as I almost believe, an eternal peace will only be formally made at
the day of judgment, then nonetheless no first principle, no drop of oil,
is in vain that prepares for it even if only at the remotest of distances.

[Letter] 

Every encouragement to gooddispositionswithout taking anxious consid-
eration of the formality of their execution is a [mere] sermon of consolation.
Often the stupid man says “When will, when can, this happen?” and does
nothing at all about it. Often he commits himself too early and too exactly
to the definition of the formalities of the outcome, and in the process for-
gets the essential factor of the means for helping to promote this outcome.
Many historical examples show this clearly.

For example, in the old writings of the Hebrew nation beautiful wishes
and plans for the future were planted. Hopes of a great light that should
shine for all peoples, of a bond of friendship that should encompass all
nations, of a religion thatwould bewritten into the heart, of a golden peace
in which everyone would participate, shone like a rosy dawn. As soon as
the spirit of the prophet, his purpose, and the ruling disposition of his
speech went unrecognized in these plans and presentiments, when people
clung to the letter and defined the fulfillment formally, then stupidities
came to light – reveries with each one of which people deviated that much
further from the meaning of the prophecy themore formally they defined.

It was no different in Christianity when people hoped for the visible
coming of the Lord. In all fanatical sects that wanted to bring about the
cc Sheer expressions used by the American Indians in their peace treaties and in the consecration of

their peace woman.
 Herder uses English for the words italicized.





Political Philosophy

thousand-year realm it was no different. With many a new philosophy, I
fear, it is precisely the same way. How close to the fulfillment people have
believed themselves to be with some systems, and how terribly they were
deceived! The shining peak that people saw close in front of them moved
further and further off. Then in that case the deluded person gives up all
hope and lets his hands sink.

Spreaders of good dispositions, do not harm them, do not harm your-
selves, through designation of something external that can only be defined
by time and by circumstances! Plant the tree; it will grow of itself; earth,
air, sun will afford it flourishing. Secure good first principles; they will
take effect through their own force – but not otherwise than with modi-
fications which only time and place can give them and will give them.

[Letter] 

If human [menschliche] dispositions should govern in a single field of
science, then it is in the field of history. For does this not narrate human
actions? And do these not decide the value of the human being? Do these
not form our species’ happiness and unhappiness?

People say “History narrates events [Begebenheiten]” and are almost
inclined to look upon these as involuntary, indeed as inexplicable, as they
in the darkest centuries – did not look upon but – wondered at natural
events. A stirred-up war or revolt is for common history like a storm,
like an earthquake; those who stirred it up are considered as scourges of
the deity, as mighty wizards – and that is enough!

A history of this kind can prove the cleverest or the stupidest depending
on the spirit of the author.

It proves the stupidest when it admires everything in a so-called great
and divine man, and does not venture to bring any of his undertakings to

 Herder at this point includes in the main text three poems, again based on material from the book
Reden Al Hallils, which are omitted here: “The Prince” is a poem in praise of a noble, God-sent
prince who seeks the happiness of peoples as a father, not wealth or praise; whom the wicked
avoid; and who has only wisdom and love of humankind near his throne influencing him. “Glory
and Contempt” is a meditation on the rapid change that befalls people in the valley of human
error: fired imagination turns cold, admiration turns into contempt, the lucky conqueror loses
his luck and his following, idols engender enthusiasm but then fall into neglect. By contrast, the
pious man seeks onlyGod’s unchanging glory and good. “Al Hallil’s Lament” is a lament to a pure,
angelic man, Humane (the name is of course significant), who took care of princes and poor alike,
but who has now died.

 Or: humane.  This sentence is another example of Herder using deliberate anacoluthon.
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a measuring-gauge of human reason. Several Oriental histories of Nadir
Shah, Tamerlane, etc. arewritten in thisway –we read a loud eulogistic
epic happily woven through with a barren or horrible series of deeds.

Europe has warmly sympathized with this Oriental taste, not, as one
might think, only in the times of the crusades, but also inmost biographies
of individual heroes, in the history of whole sects, dynasties, and dynastic
wars. One is astonished when one perceives the author’s reverence and
devotion to his honored subject, and one can only say: “He has drunk
from the cup of oblivion; demons’ wine has befogged his senses.”

The cleverest history of this kind is the coldest, asMachiavelli practiced
and regarded it for example. This too forgets about right and wrong, vice
and virtue, in that, cleanly, like a geometer, it measures out the result of
given forces and, moving forward, calculates a plan.

That there is much to learn from this Machiavellian history when it
sees sharply and calculates correctly there is no question. Does it not
occupy itself with the most tangled, important problem that our species
faces? [That is,] human forces in relation to their effects and consequences.

And if only this problem could be cleanly solved! On the stage of
the earth, even in its narrowest corners, so much runs confusedly to-
gether; opposed forces disturb each other; and circumstances, time, for-
tune, thousand-armed coincidence interfere in everything. The cleverest
got cheated; the coolest headmissed his goal.Hence this school of instruc-
tion often becomes a novelistic school in which people lend the fortunate
hero a cleverness that he did not possess and calculate backwards from
dazzling successes by a false calculation; or it becomes, when the best
forces fail through a coincidence, a depressing lesson, a school of despair.
Quite generally, though, this whetstone of cleverness easily makes the
mind too sharp, too nicked.

Who can read Machiavelli’s Prince without horror? Even if he were
successful in everything, would he be a worthy prince? Would he be
happy in his breast? It is terrible to consider humanity only as a line that
one may bend, cut, lengthen, and shorten to a goal as one wishes so that
a plan gets achieved, so that the task just gets solved.

Hence we cannot cut ourselves off from human feelingwhen we write or
read history; history’s highest interest, its value rests on this human sen-
sibility, the rule of right and wrong. Whoever writes merely for cleverness

 Nadir Shah (–), Shah of Persia.  Tamerlane (–), Mongolian conqueror.
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easily falls into delusive conceit; whoever writes only for curiosity writes
for children.

But what defines this rule of right? Here also there is a history that is
too warm and one that is too cold.

The overheated kind claims to effect everything for the honor of God
and permits itself wickedness and nonsense in the interest of this sup-
posed goal. Thus did Tamerlane subjugate half a world in order to spread
the Mohammedan faith, and at the most advanced old age wanted in ad-
dition to wage war on peaceful China. Thus did the nations of Europe
march to the holy grave; thus did the Spaniards strangle in America;
thus did the Inquisition torture and persecute. Terrible passions of hu-
man beings covered themselves with the cloak of God and destroyed and
tormented.

The cold history calculates under the rule of an alleged positive law
according to reasons of state – and in its observation of this rule it too
often becomes very warm. In it good of the fatherland, honor of the nation
becomes the battle cry and in deceptive negotiations the state’s slogan.
The Athenians, the Romans – what did they not include in the good of
their fatherland, in their glory, and hence in their right? What did the pope,
the clergy, the Christian kings not permit themselves in the interest of the
alleged good of their realms? If history narrates all this indifferently, or
even trustingly, credulously, then with it one enters into a labyrinth of the
most tangled, most loathsome state interests, of personal presumptions,
and of state trickeries. A large part of the events of our last two centuries –
the so-called memorabilia (mémoires), biographies, political testaments –
are written in this cast of mind, in the spirit of Richelieu, of Mazarin,
and still earlier of Charles V, Philip II, Philip the Fair, Louis XI, XIII,
and XIV, in short, in the spirit of Spanish-French policy of state. An awful
spirit that considered everything permitted to itself for the good of the
state, that is, for the glory and the greater power of kings, for the security
and greatness of their ministers! In whatever history this spirit shows
through it blackens what is most brilliant with the shadow of vanity, of
deceptive cunning, of presumption, of waste. Forgotten in this spirit is
humanity, which, according to it, lives merely for the state, that is, for
kings and ministers.

We have gradually escaped from this fog too – but another dazzling
phantom rises in history, namely, the calculation of undertakings towards a
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future better republic, towards the best form of the state, indeed of all states.

This phantom is uncommonly deceptive in virtue of the fact that it obvi-
ously introduces into history a nobler yardstick of merit than the one that
those arbitrary reasons of state contained – indeed even blinds with the
names of ‘freedom,’ ‘enlightenment,’ ‘highest happiness of the peoples.’
Would God that it never deceived! The happiness of one single people can-
not be imposed onto, talked onto, loaded onto the other and every other.
The roses for the wreath of freedom must be picked by a people’s own
hands and grow up happily out of its own needs, out of its own desire
and love. The so-called best form of government, which has unfortunately
not yet been discovered, certainly does not suit all peoples, at once, in
the same way; with the yoke of badly imported freedom from abroad a
foreign people would be incommoded in the worst possible way. Hence
a history that calculates everything in the case of every land with a view
to this utopian plan in accordance with unproved first principles is the
most dazzling deceptive history. A foreign varnish that robs the forms of
our world and the preceding world of their true stance, even of their out-
lines. Many works of our time will be read twenty years later as well- or
badly-intentioned fever fantasies; maturer minds already now read them
that way.

Thus history is solely and eternally left with nothing but the spirit
of its oldest author, Herodotus, the unstrained, gentle sense of humanity.
Without bias he regards all peoples and sketches each one in its place,
in accordance with its ethics and customs. Without bias he narrates the
events andobserveshoweverywhereonlymoderationmakespeopleshappy
and every arrogance has its Nemesis following behind it. This measure of
Nemesis, applied according to subtler or greater conditions, is the sole and
eternal yardstick of all human history.

“What you do not want to have happen to you, do unto no other”;
revenge comes, indeed it is present, with every erring, with every wicked-
ness. All bad relations and injustices, every proud presumption, every
hostile incitement, every faithlessness has its punishment with or after it;
the later, the more terrible and strict. The guilt of fathers piles up with
crushing weight on children and grandchildren. God has not permitted
human beings to be vicious except under the hard law of punishment.
 As Irmischer suggests, this is probably an allusion to Kant’s Idea for a Universal History from a
Cosmopolitan Point of View ().
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On the other hand, in history the smallest good wins its reward too.
No reasonable word that a wise man ever spoke, no good example, no
ray even in the darkest night was ever lost. Unnoticed it had continuing
effect and did good. No blood of the innocent man got spilt in vain; every
groan of the oppressed man rose towards heaven and found in its time a
helper. Tears too are in time’s sowing seeds of the happiest harvest. The
human species is a single whole; we work and suffer, sow and harvest, for
one another.

How compassionate, how gently encouraging, but also how strict and
tallying-together [zusammenhaltend ], this spirit of human history is! It
leaves each people right where it is – for each has its rule of right, its
measure of happiness, in itself. It spares all and spoils none. If the peoples
sin, then they atone – and atone as long and heavily as it takes until they
sin no longer. If they are unwilling to be children, then nature raises them
as slaves.

This spirit of history steps destructively in the way of no political
constitution. It does not cave in the peaceful man’s house over his head
before another, better one exists; but with a friendly hand shows the
overly secure man mistakes and inadequacies in his house, and with quiet
industry delivers materials for supporting the old house or for building a
better one.

It does not touch national prejudices – for many good dispositions must
grow within them as husks or hard shells. It lets them grow. When the
fruit is ripe, then the husk withers, the shell splits open. It is fine by this
spirit if the Frenchman and the Englishman depict their humanité and
humanity for themselves in English and French; all the less will the
foreigner chase after them to his own ruin. From his heart must proceed
forth a beloved who is appropriate for him.

Holiest to the spirit of human history are good-natured fools and
dreamers; for they stand under the most special divine protection. With-
out enthusiasm nothing great or good happened on earth; those whom
people considered dreamers have performed the most useful services
for the human species. Despite all mockery, despite every persecution
and contempt, they made their way ahead – and when they did not
reach their goal, still they reached further and brought [others] further.
They were living winds over the stagnant marsh – or they dammed it
 Herder gives this word in English.
 Note that with the third pairing here Herder once again uses the rhetorical figure of chiasmus.
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and made it yield a harvest. The spirit of history never permits itself
empty mockery of them; at most it will feel sorry for them, not stigmatize
them.

All excessively subtle taxonomies of human beings according to prin-
ciples from which they are supposed to act exclusively are quite foreign
to the spirit of history. It knows that in human nature the principles of
sensuality, of imagination, of selfishness, of honor, of sympathy with others,
of godliness, of the moral sense, of faith, etc. do not dwell in separated
compartments, but that in a living organization that gets stimulated from
several sides many of them, often all, cooperate in a living manner. It
allows each of them its value, its rank, its place, its time of development –
convinced that all of them, even unconsciously, are operating towards a
single purpose, the great principle of humaneness [Menschlichkeit]. Hence
it lets all of them bloom in their time right where they are: sensuality and
the arts of the imagination, intellect and sympathy, honor, moral sense and
holy worship. It as little forces the stomach to think as the head to digest,
and torments no one with the analysis whether even each bite of bread
that he puts in his mouth yields a universal basic moral law of all rational
beings in chewing and digesting. Let each person chew as he can – history
treats human beings not as word-mongers and critics but as agents of a
moral law of nature which speaks in all of them, which initially warns
gently, then punishes harder, and richly rewards every good disposition
through itself and its consequences. Does this spirit of human history not
appeal to you?

[Letter] 

You seem to believe that no history of humanity takes place as long as the
result of things is not known, or, as people are wont to put it, the day of
judgment has not yet been experienced. I am not of this opinion. Whether
the human species improves or worsens, whether it some day turns into
angels or demons, into sylphs or gnomes – we know what we must do.We
consider the history of our species in accordance with firm first principles
in our conviction about right and wrong – let our species’ final act end as
it will.

 This paragraph is of course a critique of Kant’s moral philosophy, and in particular its doctrine
of the categorical imperative.
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For example, Monboddo in his history and philosophy of the human
beingdd regards him as a system of living forces in which the elemental
aspect, the plant-life, the animal-life, and the life of the understanding
are distinct. The animalistic life, he opines, was in its best condition when
human beings lived in an animal-like manner. He still finds a similarity to
this in the case of children. He considers the ages that the human being
passes through as an individual to be also the course taken by the whole
species. He therefore traces the species back to its first, naked condition
in the open air, in rain, in cold, and shows what effects clothing, living
in houses, the use of fire, language have had on the human creature.
He shows the abilities that this creature had to swim, to walk upright, to
undertake forms of training, anddiscerns in this condition the basis of that
longer life, of that greater form and strength, of which the legend of the
primalworld tells us.Hedemonstrates fromexamples and reports how the
human being’s body got weakened, shrunk, and his life shortened through
change in his way of life, through the eating of meat and the drinking of
alcoholic beverages, through his sedentary mode of life in arts, trades,
games, through finer foods, pleasures, and pastimes. – On the other hand,
he shows how the human being’s understanding has increased through
society and arts; how the sagacity of a natural human being differs from
the cleverness of the civilized man; how all arts arose from imitation and
the idea of the beautiful belongs solely to the civilized condition. He finds
nations, families, and individuals distinguished in both ages of humanity,
but our species overall in the course of a reduction of animalistic forces, and
he has given reminders about this, which each person should apply as he
wishes and can.

If we acquiesce in all this (since in truth Monboddo’s system certainly
does not deserve to be ridiculed on account of a few idiosyncrasies of the
author), if we assume – what history teaches us as well – that almost all
peoples on earth once lived in a more primitive condition and culture was
brought only by a few to others, then what follows from this?

. That on our round earth all epochs of humanity still live and function.
There exist there peoples in childhood, youth, manhood, and will proba-
bly do so for a long time to come before the seafaring old men of Europe
succeed in advancing them to old age through brandy, diseases, and slaves’
dd Ancient Metaphysics, vol. , London, . This part of the great work would certainly deserve

a German epitome for the sake of its collected facts. (Editor’s note.)
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arts. Now just as every duty of humaneness commands us not to disturb
for a child, for a youth, his age in life, the systemofhis forces andpleasures,
likewise it also commands nations such a thing vis-à-vis nations. In this
regard several conversations of Europeans, especially missionaries, with
foreign peoples, for example, Indians, Americans, please me greatly; the
naivest answers full of good heart and sound understanding were almost
always on the side of the foreigners. They answered with childish per-
tinence and correctness, whereas the Europeans, with the imposing of
their arts, ethics, and doctrines, for the most part played the role of worn-
out old men who had completely forgotten what was appropriate to a
child.

. Since the distinction between elemental, animalistic, vegetative, and
understanding’s forces is only a thought, in that every human being con-
sists of all these, albeit in different proportions, let one beware of considering
this or that nation to be entirely animalistic in order to use them as beasts of
burden.Thepure intellect needsnobeast of burden; andhence just as little
as even the most intellectual European can do without plant- and animal-
forces in his life-system does any nation completely lack understanding.
Certainly, the understanding is multiform in regard to the sensuality
that stimulates it in accordance with peoples’ varying organizations;

however, in all forms of humankind it is and remains only one and the
same. The law of justice is foreign to no nation; all nations have atoned for
the transgression of this law, each one in its own way.

. If intellectual forces in greater development are Europeans’ advan-
tage, then they can demonstrate this advantage in no other way than through
understanding and goodness (the two are at bottom but one). If they act
impotently, in raging passions, from cold greed, in basely insolent pride,
then they are the animals, the demons, against their fellow human be-
ings. And who guarantees the Europeans that things cannot and will
not go for them at several ends of the earth as [they did] in Abyssinia,
China, Japan? The more their forces and states in Europe age, the
more unhappy Europeans some day leave this part of the world in order
to make common cause with the oppressed in this place and that, then
 I.e. native Americans.
 By “organizations” Herder here again means something like physical constitutions of human

organisms.
 Herder is here referring to the persecutions of Christians that occurred in the countries mentioned

in the sixteenth century.
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intellectual and animalistic forces can unite together in a way that we
now hardly suspect. Who has insight into the seed of the future that
is perhaps already planted? Cultured states can arise where we hardly
believe them possible; cultured states which we considered immortal can
wither.

. If in Europe, on paths that we are unable to identify, reason should
at some point gain so much value that it united with human goodness,
what a beautiful season for the members of the society of our whole species! All
nations would participate in this and rejoice in this autumn of sensibleness.
As soon as in trade and treatment [Handel undWandel ] the law of justice
governs everywhere on earth, all nations are brothers; the younger will
gladly serve the older, the child the old man possessed of understanding,
with what he has and can.ee

. And is this time unthinkable? It seems to me that even on the path
of necessity and calculation it is bound to appear. Even our excesses and deeds
of vice must advance it. There would have to be no rule governing in the
conditions and relations [Verhältnissen] of the human species, no nature
governing in its nature, if this period were not brought about through
inner laws of this species itself and the antagonism of its forces. – Certain fevers
and stupidities of humanity must cease their ferment with the advance of
the centuries and the life-ages. Europe must give compensation for the
debts that it has incurred, make good the crimes that it has committed –
not from choice but according to the very nature of things. For reason
would be in a bad way if it were not reason everywhere, and the universal
good were not also the universally most useful. The magnetic needle of
our efforts seeks this pole; after all wanderings and oscillations it will and
must find it.
ee Among many others, I remind the reader here once again of Levaillant’s more recent journey.

The distinction which he notes between nations that have been corrupted or are mistreated by
Europeans and autonomous peoples is sharply incisive. His first principles concerning how one
should deal with the latter are applicable on the whole earth.

 This sentence is another example of Herder using anacoluthon.
 The idiomatic phrase Handel und Wandel generally means either trade or general behavior. Here

Herder combines both senses. In addition, though, he seems to be re-etymologizing the phrase to
connote a bit more elaborately: () trade (Handel ), () behavior (Wandel ), and () travel (Wandel
again, cf. the verb wandeln).

 This is another example of Herder using deliberate oxymoron (the superficial inconsistency mask-
ing a deeper consistency, as usual).

 I.e. the life-ages of humanity (the latter’s history being viewed as like a single human life writ
large, as in This Too a Philosophy of History for the Formation of Humanity).
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. So let no one augur from the greying of Europe the decline and death of
our whole species! What harm would it do to the latter if a degenerated part
of it perished?, if a few withered twigs and leaves of the sap-rich tree fell
off? Others take the place of the withered ones and bloom up more freshly.
Why should the western corner of our northern hemisphere alone possess
culture? And does it alone possess it?

. The greatest revolutions in the human species so far depended on inven-
tions or on revolutions of the earth. Who knows these in the unforeseeable
sequence of times? Climates can change; many an inhabited land can
become uninhabitable, many a colony can become the motherland, from
several causes. A few new inventions can cancel many older ones; and
since in general the greatest effort (undeniably the character of almost all
European statecraft) must necessarily relax or trip, who can calculate the
consequences of this? Our earth is probably an organic being; we creep
about on this orange like small, scarcely noticeable insects, torment each
other, and settle here and there. The proverb says, “When the sky falls,
what happens to the sparrows?” If the orange goes rotten here or there,
perhaps another generation makes its appearance – without it therefore
being the case that the first one perished precisely due to the intellectual
part of its system, due to understanding. What was rather able to kill it
was excess, vice, misuse of its understanding. Certainly, the periods of
nature are calculated with an eye to each other in regard to all species, so
that when the earth can no longer warm and feed human beings, human
beings will also have fulfilled their destiny on it. The bloom withers as
soon as it has finished blooming – but it also leaves behind fruit. Thus
if our destiny were the highest expression of intellectual force, then pre-
cisely this destiny would demand of us that we leave behind a good seed
to the future aeon unknown to us, so that we might not die as weakly
murderers.
Monboddo regards our earth as an educational institution from which

our souls get saved. The individual human being can and may regard it no
differently, for he comes and passes. In the place where, without his own
volition, he makes his appearance he must cope as well as he can and learn
to order the system of his elemental and vegetative, his animalistic and
intellectual, forces. Gradually they die for him until the developed spirit
flies off. – Here too Monboddo’s system is consistent – a system which,
incomplete as it is, I prefer to many another mercantile-political history of
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humanity. Mercantile-political considerations belong to a history of our
species only as a fragment; this history’s spirit is sensus humanitatis,

sense and sympathy for the whole of humanity.

[Letter] 

From early years I have tried to put myself into the position of even the
most alien hypotheses, and I returned from almost all of them with the
gain of a new side of the truth, or of its reinforcement. But I must confess
that I can extract nothing good at all from the hypothesis of a radical
wicked basic force in the human mind and will. f f I leave it to everyone who
is fond of it; it brings no light to my understanding, no happy stirring to
my heart.

The hypothesis of two mutually hostile basic causes of things is usually
traced back to the Persians; but its bad application should not be traced
back to them. In physics it was obviously the childhood of science when
night was declared to be bad, day to be good; the laws that produce both
are good and extremely simple. In morals they are so just as much; and
the philosophy of the Persians aimed directly at explaining this. Darkness,
it said, is formlessness; light, according to its nature, forms, illuminates,
and warms. Despite all his resistances, Ahriman is weak; Ormazd will
and must overcome him. Their religion consequently called on people to
join this battle for victory, as the real work of human life, in thoughts,
words, and deeds. To create and spread forth light, to be effective in every

f f It is not here a question of so-called original sin – for this is an illness. (Editor’s note.)
 Sense of humanity.
 Herder at this point includes in the main text three more poems based on the book Reden Al
Hallils which are omitted here: “The Spirit of Creation” tells the story of a pilgrim suffering in
the desert who prays to God for help. An oasis appears; he drinks and eats, and then falls asleep.
The spirit of creation comes to him in a dream and tells him to arise so that a doe can now in
her turn enjoy the same relief. He arises and sees the doe, a mother, which then happily jumps
to feed. The poem ends with the pilgrim praising God for caring for all things, great and small.
“The Sequence of Time” reassures the dissatisfied man that God created his creatures to live
in bliss. After the creation, the angels wondered at this hopeful scheme. The poem concludes
enjoining human beings to have confidence in it and to enjoy the fairest gift of a satisfied heart.
“The Antidote” praises God’s gifts and the wisdom with which he distributed them. The earth
was given to imperfect human beings, not to angels, and so vice thrived. But God provided an
antidote: work, industriousness. By contrast, idleness leads to vice and unhappiness.

 The hypothesis was Kant’s in his Religion within the Bounds of Reason Alone ().
 I.e. to Zoroastrianism in the first instance, and then later Manichaeism. Cf. Herder’s Oldest
Document of the Human Species ().

 Ahriman is the spirit of evil in Zoroastrianism.
 Ormazd is the supreme deity, creator of the world, and spirit of good in Zoroastrianism.
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good, to purify, to gladden, is our work. Precisely for this reason do we
stand between light and dark.

Christianity continued on this path with motives that reached deeper
down. According to Christianity, the human species is supposed to be no
slavish people that eternally bends beneath the yoke and turns at chains,
but a free, happy specieswhich,without fear of a ruling executioner-spirit,
does good for the sake of good, from inner desire, from innate character
and higher nature, whose law is a sovereign law of freedom, indeed to which
in fact no law is given because the divine nature within us, pure humanity,
has no need of law.

This is unmistakably the spirit of Christianity, its native form and
character. Only dark, barbaric times gave back the great feudal lord of
evil – of whom we are allegedly the innate inherited people, and from
whom customs, atonements, and gifts can allegedly free us, not indeed
really, but superficially – to stupidity and brutality in an anti-Christian
way. Who would want to return into this Miltonian hell of palpable night
and solid darkness?

On the surface of the earth we see nothing of this massive primal hell.
Where there is evil, the cause of the evil is the corrupted character of
our species, not its nature and character. Sloth, impudence, pride, error,
callousness, carelessness, prejudices, bad education, bad habit – through
and through evils that are avoidable or curable if new life, diligence for
good, reason,modesty, justice, truth, abetter education, betterhabits from
youth on, arrive individually and universally. Humanity calls and groans
that this might happen, since clearly every unvirtue and unsuitability
punishes itself by granting no true enjoyment and piling a mass of evils
on itself and on others. We see clearly that we are here in order to destroy
this realm of night in that no one can or should do it for us. Not only
do we bear the burden of our misfortune, but our nature is arranged for
this and no other work – it is the purpose of our species, the goal of our
destiny, to free ourselves of this corrupted character. When the fruits of
the work do not entice us, the whole universe drives us with nettles and
thorns. – So what is the meaning of despair, as though under a yoke that
could never be cast off? What use is the dream of a humanity from its
very roots beyond restoration?

No hypothesis can be dear to us which moves our species out of its
position, which now puts it in the place of the fallen angels, now abases
it under their guardianship and sovereignty. We are not acquainted with
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the fallen angels, but we are acquainted with ourselves and know when
and why we fell, fall, and will fall.

The existence of each human being is woven together with his whole
species. If our concepts concerning our destiny are not pure, what is the
point of this or that small improvement? Do you not see that this sick
person lies in infected air? – save him from out of it and he will get better
automatically. In the case of radical evil, attack the roots; they bear the
tree with its top and twigs.

The work is great, but it should also be continued for as long as hu-
manity lasts; it is the most properly own and sole, the most rewarding and
happiest, business of our species.

And how does this business get conducted? Merely through expansion
and refinement of the forces of the understanding? Intelligence is the human
being’s noble advantage, the indispensable tool of his destiny. Scientific
knowledge of everything that deserves to be known, understanding of
everything usable, beautiful, and noble is illuminating sunshine in the
dark mist-sphere of the earth; it may and must extend as far as it can
extend – from the last hazy star over the whole of nature to the borders
of creation in becoming.

Understanding is the common treasure of the human species; we have
all received from it, we should all contribute to it our best thoughts and
dispositions. We calculate with combinations belonging to earlier times;
posterity should calculatewith our combinations; and certainly this calcu-
lation proceeds forth on a large, broad, and infinite scale. Who would un-
dertake to say whither the human species can reach and perhaps will reach
in its continued efforts building on one another? Every newly reached
power is the root for a countless series of new powers.

However, understanding alone does not do the job; even to demons
do we ascribe a demonic understanding; let ours be human, accompanied
by active goodness. Look around. How much true and genuine science
is unused in the world!, how much understanding lies suppressed and
buried!, howmuchother understandinggetsmisused!Pseudo-truth, rigid
prejudice, hypocritical lying, slothful atmosphere, irrational arbitrariness
confuse our species. Hence a strengthened great and good will, trainings
from youth on, fighting-prizes and habituation, so that what is most diffi-
cult becomes easiest for us, and above all that indispensable striving for the
necessary which our species requires, with neglect of everything dispens-
able andbad– these things alone canmake the understanding telling for the
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good, help it to its feet and advance the work. How long have we [not] oc-
cupied ourselves with what is useless? Do not millennia of human history
show us our lack of understanding, our childish triviality and cowardice?

Theunity of our forces, therefore, the unification of the forces of several
for the advancement of a single whole in the interest of all – it seems to me
that this is the problem that should be our heart’s concern, because each
person’s innermost consciousness and need says it to him both quietly
and aloud.

“Legislators, educators, friends of humanity,” says a noble man of our
nation,gg “let us unite our forces in order to prove to the human being that
he will nowhere find inner happiness in the infinitely various situations
of life except in the effective and active unity of his character. If he strives
for his own perfection, freely and resolutely observes the ordinances of
a universal and beneficent reason, he will escape errings, crimes, inner
reproaches. As a human being and citizen he will find happiness in the
testimony of his conscience. Thus does the human being bring the infinite
variety of his sensations, thoughts, and efforts to the unity of a true, pure,
effective, moral character.”

And if I may develop this noble image further, then there lies in the
human species an infinite variety of sensations, thoughts, and efforts to-
wards the unity of a true, effective, purely moral characterwhich belongs to
the whole species. Just as each class of natural creatures constitutes a realm
of its own which builds on other realms and is involved in others, likewise
the human species – with the special and highest distinguishing mark that
the happiness of all depends on the efforts of all and occurs in the human
species, despite the greatest variety, only in this very exalted unity.We can-
not be happy or entirely worthy and morally good as long as, for example,
a single slave is unhappy through human beings’ guilt, for the vices and
bad habits that make him unhappy have effect on us as well or derive from
us. The presumption, the greed, the weakliness that deceive and devastate
all parts of the world reside with and in us; it is the same heartlessness that
keeps Europe as well as America under the yoke. Whereas, on the other

gg Essai sur la science [Essay on Science], [Erfurt,] , by the gentleman coadjutor von Dalberg.
In this sketch, as also in the work Vom Bewußtsein, als allgemeinem Grunde der Weltweisheit [On
Consciousness as the Universal Basis of Philosophy] (Erfurt, ), in the Betrachtungen über das
Universum [Observations on the Universe] (Erfurt, ), and in every smallest essay, the theme
of this work, l’unité composée de l’infini [the composite unity of the infinite], is the content
and symbol, and le caractère vrai, pur, énergique et moral [the true, pure, energetic, and moral
character] is the character.
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hand, every good sensation and practice of a human being has effect on all
parts of the world as well. The tendency of human nature contains within
it a universe whose inscription is: “No one for himself only, each for all;
thus are you all dear to each other and happy.” An infinite variety striving
for a unity that lies in all, that advances all. Its name is (I wish to repeat this
again and again) understanding, justice, goodness, feeling of humanity.

[Letter] 

And why should we conceal a norm of the spread of the moral law of hu-
manity that is so obvious for us?Christianity commands the purest humanity
on the purest path.Humanly and intelligibly for all, humbly, notwith proud
autonomy, not even as a law but as a gospel of hope [Evangelium] for
the happiness of all, it commands and provides forgiving tolerance, an
active love that overcomes bad with good. It does not command this as
an object of speculation but provides it as light and life of humanity,

through model example and loving deed, through progressively effective
community. It serves all classes and ranks of humanity until in each one
of them everything unfavorable withers and falls away in its time of itself.
Themisuse ofChristianity has caused countless evil in theworld – a proof
of what its proper use can do. Precisely the fact that, as it has thrived, it
has so much to make good, to compensate, to indemnify, shows, according
to the rule that lies within it, that it must and will do this. The labyrinth
of its misuses and errings is not endless; led back to its pure course, it
cannot but strive to the goal that its founder already expressed in the name
chosen by him, “son of man [Menschensohn]” (that is, man [Mensch]),

and in the judgment of the last day. If bad morality is satisfied with the
proposition “Each for himself, no one for all!” then the judgment “No
one for himself only, each for all!” is Christianity’s slogan.

 Herder at this point inserts into the main text another poem based on the book Reden Al Hallils
which is omitted here: In “Joy” the poet enjoins his noble heart to rejoice, since God created the
world for joy, his heart is not stained by malice, he has been able to do good to others, and he can
look forward to the day of judgment when he will be rewarded for his good deeds.

 Evangelium means the gospel, but etymologically a good/hopeful message.
 Or possibly: to humanity.
 The wordMensch has normally in this volume been translated “human being.” The switch here

to “man” is simply intended to make the biblical quotation recognizable.
 Herder concludes with yet another poem based on the book Reden Al Hallils which is omitted

here: “The Heavenly One” gives praise to Christ, the man who now enjoys heavenly glory; asks for
his good will towards doers of good and those in need; notes that it was he who taught humaneness
to humankind, and a religion of compassion, gentleness, and forgiveness; and praises him for this.
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Einfühlung, xvii–xviii, , –
elasticity, , , , 
Empedocles, 
empiricism, empiricists, xi, xv, xvi, xxxiv
England, English, the, , , , , , , ,

, , , 
enjoyment, , , 
enlightenment, Enlightenment, the, xiv, xv, xxv,

, , –, , –, , 
envy, , , 
Epictetus, , 
Epicureans, 
Epicurus, 
Ernesti, Johann August, xx
error, , , , 
Eskimos, 





Index

Estonians, 
ethics, xi, xxxiii, xxxiv, , , , , , , ,

, , –, , –, , ,
–, –, , –, –, –,
–, , , –, , , , ,
–, , , , , ; see also
morality

Etna, 
Euclid, 
Euphrates, 
Euripides, , 
Euripus, the, 
Europe, Europeans, , , –, , ,

, –, , , , –, , ,
–, , –, , , , –,
–, –, 

evidence, xvi, xix, xxi, xxix
experience, xii, , , , , , 
expression, , , , , , , , , , 

freedom of, xxxi, xxxiv, –, –
eye, , , , , , , , –, , ,

, 

faith, , , 
faithfulness, , , , , 
families, , , , , , –, , ;

see also spirit, family
fate, –, , –
fatherland, , –, , , , –,

, 
fear, , , , , , 
feeling, xviii, , , , , , –, –,

, , , , , , , , ,
, , 
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, , –, , , –
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Jesus, xiii, , , 
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, –
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philosophy of, vii, xiv–xxi, –
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, , , , –, , , –,
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Lebanon, , 
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, , , , , , , , ,
, , , , 
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life, , , , , , –, , , ,

, , –, –, , , –,
–, , , , 

light, , –, , , , , , –,
, , 

Liliput, , 
linguistics, vii, xv
Linnaeus, Carolus, , 
Lipsius, Justus, , 
Lips Tullian, 
literature, xiii, xxviii, , –, –, , –,

, –, , –, –, , ,
, , –, –, , , ,
–, –, , 
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Locke, John, , , 
logic, xii, xxxiv, –, , , , , , , ,

, , 
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Louis XIII, king of France, 
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love, , , , , , , , , ,

–, , , , , , –, ,
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, , , , 

Macedonia, Macedonians, , 
Machiavelli, Niccolò, , 
Malacca, 
Malebranche, Nicolas, 
Mameluke, 
manifoldness, , , 
manliness, , , 
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mark, characteristic (Merkmal ), xvi, –, , ,

–, , –, , –, , , ,
, 
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
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, , , ; see also concepts, mark,
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Medina, 
Mediterranean Sea, , 
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memory, , , , –, , , 
men, –, –, , 
Mendelssohn, Moses, , 
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metaphors, , , –, 
metaphysics, xii, xxiii, xxiv, xxxiv, –, –, ,

, , , , , , , , , , , ,
, , , , –, , , ;
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meters, –, , ; see also song
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Michaelis, Johann David, , 
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–, 
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