MHRA TEXTS AND DISSERTATIONS

Herder and the
Philosophy and History
of Science

H. B. NISBET

MODERN HUMANITIES RESEARCH ASSOCIATION




MODERN HUMANITIES RESEARCH ASSOCIATION

TEXTS AND DISSERTATIONS

VOLUME 3

Editors:
E J. StopP R. A. WISBEY

(Germanic)

H. B. Nisbet
Herder and the Philosophy and History of Science



HERDER AND THE
PHILOSOPHY AND HISTORY
OF SCIENCE

by

H. B. NISBET

Lecturer in German, University of Bristol

Published by
THE MODERN HUMANITIES RESEARCH ASSOCIATION
CAMBRIDGE
1970



This PDF scan of this work is licensed under CC BY-NC 4.0
© Modern Humanities Research Association 2024

ISBN 978-1-83954-639-6
doi:10.59860/td.b38723a

© H. B. Nisbet 1970

Set in IBM Press Roman and printed offset by
W. S. MANEY AND SON LTD LEEDS ENGLAND



Da meine Absicht ist, einige Verhiltnisse und Wirkungen
der Natur in ein helleres Licht zu setzen, so kann mir nicht
um eine Hypothese zu tun sein: man wird mir also erlauben,
daBl ich mich aller, als verschiedener Vorstellungsarten,
bediene, je nachdem das, was ich denke, sich durch eine
oder die andere besser ausdriicken 148t. Es scheint dieses ein
gefiahrlicher Weg zu sein, auf welchem man teils undeutlich
zu werden, teils alle Parteien gegen sich aufzubringen fiirchten
muB.

Goethe, Vorarbeiten zur Morphologie
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PREFACE

Apart from the large corpus of writing, much of it hagiographical in character,
on Goethe’s scientific activities, comparatively little has been done towards
defining the place of science in the great era of thought and letters which filled
the second half of the eighteenth century in Germany. That Kant’s critical
philosophy owed much to his preoccupation with Newtonian physics is generally
acknowledged, but it is less often remembered that both Lessing and Schiller
studied medicine (in Schiller’s case to the stage of producing a dissertation), or
that Lichtenberg and Haller devoted more of their energics to science than to
literature. And the time-honoured practice of identifying Herder with Hamann’s
irrationalistic revolt against the Enlightenment has stamped Herder, at least by
implication, as an adversary of all that science stands for. The present study aims
to contribute at least something towards rectifying this situation.

In their classical phase, both Goethe and Schiller believed that scientific
pursuits are perfectly compatible with the growth of a full and balanced person-
ality. Goethe spent many years on his attempts to reconcile the principles of
science with his aesthetic and philosophical ideals, and although Schiller was
deeply troubled by the untoward psychological, social and political effects of
increasing specialization in life and knowledge — a process which science had
already done much to accelerate — it was never his intention to make war on
science itself, but rather to promote a mode of existence within which science
might flourish without prejudice to the proper development of individuals,
society, and the state.

Their greatest immediate precursor in these endeavours was Herder. Far from
underwriting Hamann’s anti-scientific irrationalism, Herder, at almost all stages
in his career, vigorously contested those attitudes which would divide science off
from other areas of thought and experience, and he repeatedly affirmed its value
as a positive factor in human history.

All of the thinkers hitherto mentioned were fully familiar, however, with the
doctrine of the French materialists that the principles of mechanics are in
themselves sufficient to account for all observed and observable phenomena,
including those of life and of mental activity. But by the later eighteenth century,
the hegemony of mechanics was by no means unchallenged, especially in
Germany; Goethe’s disenchantment with Holbach’s machine-like universe and
his later onslaught on Newton are only two of the more familiar examples of a
widespread anti-mechanistic reaction. Scientific speculation, which had always
been more at home in that country than had practical experimentation, entered a
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new phase, and the model of the organism, already to hand in the neo-Platonic
tradition and now more than ever vindicated by the rise of biology as a science,
gradually replaced that of the machine in German reflections on the natural
world. The vitalism of seventeenth-century medicine gained new currency, and
with the Naturphilosophen of the early nineteenth century, an obsession with
occultism and mysticism became the main characteristic of scientific thinking
in the German Romantic movement.

Herder, and indeed Goethe, did not accompany this reaction to its ultimate
conclusions. Herder’s attitude to knowledge as a whole, apart from a few more
extreme utterances in the early years of the Storm and Stress movement, displays
a concern with harmony and balance which is entirely classical in spirit: he
neither tried, as Hamann had done, to set his face against physical science, nor
to make of it, as the Romantics were to do, an esoteric lore remote from everyday
experience. And while many of his scientific ideas were inherited by the
Romantics, others again were absorbed by later movements of a very different
colouring.

Herder has suffered the fate of all great innovators. The novelty of his ideas,
especially of his early ideas on art and history, has blinded many of his admirers
to his associations with long-established traditions, with countries outside his
own, and with disciplines other than those in which he made his most startling
pronouncements. The nationalistic literary historians, whose influence is not
yet extinct, have extolled a figure largely of their own creation.
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NOTE ON ABBREVIATIONS

In the notes to the text, which are to be found at the end of each chapter,
the name of the author or first word of the title referred to is given first, followed
by the number of the relevant work as listed in the bibliography at the end of
the volume. Where a work consists of several volumes, the appropriate volume
number appears in Roman numerals after the bibliography number, and the page
number is given last. Thus a reference to p. 249 of the eighth volume of Goethe’s
scientific writings, in the Weimar edition, would be:

Goethe 274 VIII, 249
References to Herder’s works, however, are to the Suphan edition (unless
otherwise stated), and are prefixed by the letters SW (Sdmmtliche Werke).
Herder’s manuscripts in Tiibingen and Weimar are referred to as follows.

Those in Tiibingen are deposited in the:
Stiftung Preussischer Kulturbesitz,
Depot der Staatsbibliothek. Tiibingen.

This is abbreviated to S.P.K. D.S.T.

The manuscripts are ordered by ‘Kapseln’ and ‘Nummern’. Thus a reference
to MS number one, ‘Kapsel’ number twenty-five, in Tiibingen, runs:
Herder’s MSS S.P.K. D.S.T. Kapsel XXV Nr.1

The MSS in Weimar are kept in the:
Nationale Forschungs- und Gedenkstédtten, Weimar (Goethe- und
Schiller-Archiv).

This is abbreviated to N.F.G. (G.S.A.)

The title of the catalogue of Herder’s library (Bibliotheca Herderiana) is
abbreviated to Bibl. Herd.

For the full names of those writers who are referred to in the text by their
surnames only, readers should consult the Index of Names at the end of the
volume.
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PHILOSOPHY AND THEORY
OF SCIENCE



CHAPTER I : INTRODUCTION

1. Herder’s intellectual personality

There is something to be said for the image of the young Herder' as one torn
between the empiricism of the early Kant and the transcendentalism of Hamann,
or indeed between the rationalism of the Enlightenment and the irrationalism of
the Storm and Stress movement. It distinguishes him at least as a personality full
of internal conflict. Whatever the psychological origins of such conflicts and of
Herder’s attempts to overcome them may have been, they have again and again
been noticed, and most writers who have discussed his fundamental attitudes to
learning and to experience have agreed that a desire to reconcile conflicting elements
is at work throughout his thought. They have often described it, in highly abstract
terms, as a desire to reconcile Unity and Variety, General and Particular,Synthesis
and Analysis, or Absolute and Relative? — although the list of equivalents to these
pairs of words can be extended almost indefinitely, according to the point of view
from which his works are considered.

Not that Herder is by any means unique as a thinker in constantly seeking to
reconcile traditionally opposed standards. His distinctive quality is that he exhibits
in an unusual measure both a relativistic sense for the concrete details of experience
and a rationalistic preoccupation with abstract and absolute principles. The conflict
of these two elements is the productive source of much of his work. The one side
of the man has too often been emphasised to the detriment of the other, be it the
irrational at the expense of the rational, the religious at the expense of the scientific,
or even vice versa. In the most striking syntheses of ideas within his thought, and
especially when he tries to relate the empirical world investigated by science to
other zones of his experience, both the Uniformitarian and Diversitarian (to borrow
A. O. Lovejoy’s terms)® phases are equally, or almost equally, represented.

This is not for a moment to deny that one or other of these phases may gain the
ascendency at any particular time in Herder’s career or in any particular context
within his works. To deny this would be to deny all possibility of development in
his thought. Each period of his intellectual development, in fact, is characterised by
its own peculiar accommodation of conflicting elements, before his perennial dis-
satisfaction leads him to abandon it in turn. Moreover, it is understood that any
comprehensive solution to his problems at any one time may encompass numerous
subordinate solutions, similar in character but applying to more limited areas of
his thought. That many of these are mutually contradictory (for instance his
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several conflicting attempts to reconcile the real and the ideal in history) adds
not a little to the richness, as well as to the ambiguity of his ideas. And finally,
while religious elements, to take one example, may predominate on some occasions,
the overall tendency in his development is to accommodate conflicting sets of
values while seeking, against all odds, to preserve the integrity of each. When any
distortion to traditionally antagonistic principles occurs, as it often does, it is a
distortion which affects both sides, and is rarely a case of one overshadowing the
other: in this way, his religious beliefs quickly became suspect to the orthodox,
while conversely, the empirical basis of his secular philosophy was infiltrated by
religious or idealistic values. Thus Herder is neither a mere religious apologist
nor an early scientific positivist, as has alternately been claimed, for beyond
both the religious and the scientific components of his thought lies an unqualified
desire to reconcile opposing standards.

Thus in philosophy, to cite a more specific example, he advocates and employs
both synthesis and analysis (in the technical sense of these terms as used in post-
Wolffian German philosophy, whereby synthesis denotes the extension of knowledge
by generalising from empirical premises, and analysis the a priori process of
breaking down any given general concept in order to arrive at fundamental con-
cepts). On the one hand, as Haym*® and others long ago noticed, the young
Herder, influenced here by the lectures of the early Kant on logic, often recommends
an analytical approach, saying: ‘Die wahre und einzige Methode der Philosophie
ist also die analytische’.® Indeed, despite his frequent attacks on a priori rationalism,
he again and again starts from concepts obtained by a priori analysis, as with his
fundamental metaphysical triad of time, space and force (‘Raum, Zeit, und Kraft’)
which he postulates in various works throughout his career; he constructs this
triad by analysis of general concepts, beginning with that of Being, as in his
Metakritik of 1799.5 And on the other hand, it is recognised” that from the
early years in which he first became interested in the psychology of the senses
and rebelled against the abstractions of the German Enlightenment, he repeatedly
recommends and employs an empirical and synthetic method, in his philosophical
writings as well as in his more informal reflections on man and nature. Thus, in the
logical sense, both analysis and synthesis are well represented in Herder’s thought.
Empirical generalisation, for Herder, is necessarily complemented by an a priori
analysis of general concepts, at least in philosophical contexts. He accordingly
affirms in 1775 that both methods are equally necessary,® and again writes in
1799:°

In der Philosophie fingt die wahre synthetische Methode von Erfahrungen,
als dem Gegebnen an und steiget hinauf; die Analyse von allgemeinen

Begriffen steiget hinunter; jede dieser Lehrarten ist an Stelle und Ort gut,
ja keine kann ohne die andre lange ihr Werk treiben.

In Herder’s thought as a whole, the main syntheses (the word is now used in
its non-technical sense)'® produced by his efforts to reconcile disparates are of



several kinds.

Firstly, he endeavours to reduce distinct elements of reality, as he envisages it,
to some ultimate content or intrinsic quality which they supposedly share in
common. The resulting concept is presented both as an inductive generalisation
based upon observation, and as an absolute metaphysical principle. Easily the
most far-reaching of such concepts is that of a universal ‘Kraft’ or force, closely
resembling Leibniz’s notion of a universe of monads, yet which Herder also uses as
an empirical generalisation to cover phenomena such as electricity, magnetism and
gravitation. Another concept which behaves in a somewhat similar manner is that
of ‘Humanitit’ as used by Herder in the 1780’s!!: it purports both to describe
man’s natural constitution and to provide a normative ideal to which man ought
constantly to approximate.

Secondly, he endeavours to find some formal property shared in common by
what are traditionally regarded as heterogeneous entities or spheres. Such are his
idea of an ‘Analogie’'? between the laws of the physical world and those of the
ethical world, his descriptions of ethical situations in mathematical terms, and his
idea of a ladder of related forms'* comprising both natural organisms and a
celestial hierarchy. Such formulations as these are more frequent in his mature
period, when he becomes more preoccupied with formal properties or laws than
with intrinsic qualities or essences.

Finally, Herder’s desire to reconcile opposites reveals itself in a disconcerting
love of compromise, which frequently generates ambiguity, paradoxes, and even
outright contradictions in his writings. This tendency becomes obvious, for example,
in two letters to his friends Hamann and Sommering concerning the import of
science in his greatest work, the Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte; for, on the
one hand, he tells Hamann'® that the scientific passages in this work are merely a
concession to current tastes, yet he informs Sémmering'® that Book V, whose
content is largely metaphysical and religious, could be omitted from the work
without in any way altering his plan. There is no need to imply'® that either of
these statements involved conscious dissembling on Herder’s part. He wished to
preserve both conflicting attitudes within his own mind, defending each one
separately for the benefit of two individuals (a religious mystic and a scientist)
for each of whom only one attitude could be valid, as he well knew. Where he
could not conceal a contradiction from his own eyes, he was prepared to ignore
it. . He would simply live with latent or even manifest contradictions rather than
eliminate them at the cost of sacrificing any one of the contradictory elements.
Besides, he had an almost boundless ability to put himself into the minds of others,
so long as he had conceived an initial liking or respect for them. He could thus look
at his own work from more angles than most of his readers could, and can, do.
But paradoxical ideas and phrases occur again and again, as when he advocates
a ‘geistigen physiologischen Weg’!” of studying man and his nature.

Some further aspects of this general ambivalence in Herder’s thought must be
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mentioned before its relationship to the philosophy of science can be appreciated.

Herder stands in the history of philosophy between the rationalism of Leibniz'®
and his followers and the relativism and positivism of the nineteenth century, just
as he stands in the history of literary criticism between the Enlightenment and
later contrasting movements such as Romanticism. Within his philosophy of science,
he combines an approach at times reminiscent of the early Greek thinkers, in seeking
for some simple, sweeping formula to account for the entire workings of nature,
with more empirical methods in which exact description of parts and details comes
first. Similarly, he might be said to share the attitude of the physical scientist,
with his concern for general laws, and that of the natural historian, who is content
to describe and classify the individual forms he encounters.

The same characteristic antithesis can alternatively be envisaged in terms of form
and content, the former increasingly predominating as the older Herder, partly
under Goethe’s influence, moves further and further away from his earlier intuitive,
empathetic interest in the multifarious forces or ‘Krifte’ supposedly at work in
history, art and nature, and begins to search for formal, harmonious principles in
nature and history alike. The earlier of these attitudes, so productive in his
youthful studies of the arts, proved a weakness in his scientific thought, encouraging
as it did an excessive subjectivity and a belief in intangible agencies, whose
qualities were as much chimerical as objectively determinable, behind all natural
forms. But his attempts to unite both preoccupations led him to achieve, in his
mature years, a delicate balance between them, with his most comprehensive
unifying concepts rising above the main body of his thought.

From this point of -view, it is easy to appreciate that Herder was by nature
predisposed in favour of some sort of philosophical monism. He was always
inclined to envisage the whole universe as an ultimate unity. But while later
(materialistic) monists have affirmed the oneness of everything by denying, within
the traditional dualism, that one of its two poles (in this case, mind or spirit)
has any separate existence, Herder preserves both matter and spirit by reducing
them to the higher common factor of ‘Kraft’.

Out of this metaphysical monism, there inevitably arose a host of contrived
and pseudo-scientific theories,!” far too speculative to be even compared with
those of present-day science. But the methods themselves which evolved out of
this monistic attitude, the resultant patterns of thought, are in many cases common
to mystical or subjective monism on the one hand, and to later varieties of
scientific monism on the other, by virtue simply of their common aim of furnishing
unitary explanations. Herder was a synthesising mind par excellence, and he helped
in this way to elaborate methods of generalisation adopted by later philosophers
and theorists of science. Here again, he was neither merely a theologian imposing
his values upon scientific thought, nor an early scientific positivist.

These, then, are some general aspects of Herder’s intellectual personality. By
themselves, they are too unspecific to provide much information about his



philosophy, far less about his philosophy of science. They are at all events enough
to confirm what his friend Jean Paul said in a letter to him:2°

so findet jeder in Threm weiten System leichter seines als Ihres. Niemand ist
verstindlicher als der Einseitige, und dem Kurzsichtigen glaubt man am
ersten, weil seine Gegenstinde vor uns liegen.

2. Herder scholarship and the history of scientific thought

In evaluating the scientific thought of earlier centuries, it is helpful, and indeed
necessary, to distinguish between the methods associated with scientific enquiry
and the results which such enquiry produces. In its most comprehensive sense, the
term ‘scientific methods’ can designate, firstly, the techniques of practical
investigation; secondly, the methods employed in the immediate theorising activity
by which the data of observation are classified, grouped into regular patterns, or
integrated into a conceptual framework; or thirdly, the methods employed in
making more general pronouncements on the structure and content of the reality
investigated by science and on the scope of scientific knowledge. These are, in
short, the techniques of observation, the methods of scientific theory, and those
of the philosophy of science. Since Herder was not primarily a scientific observer,
the second and third senses of the term are more obviously applicable to his case.

Conversely, the ‘results’ of scientific enquiry can signify the data of observation,
which may, if they are new, constitute a ‘discovery’; secondly, scientific hypotheses,
theories or laws (as distinct from the methods by which they were arrived at); or
thirdly, general pronouncements upon the nature of the universe and of science
itself. Statements of this third variety, especially in earlier periods, may go well
beyond the province of science as we know it today, and are frequently highly
speculative in character. Once again, the second and third senses are more relevant
in the case of Herder, who was a theorist and philosopher of science rather than a
practical investigator.

In what sense is it justifiable to compare the results of past scientific thought,
such as found in Herder’s works, with those attained in later ages or indeed today?
This question at once raises the eternal problem of anticipation or ‘prophecy’.

A minimum of empirical evidence can give rise to a bold hypothesis (as for
example the atomic theory in ancient Greece). Such notions may be taken up by
non-scientists (in this case, by a series of thinkers from Lucretius to Gassendi),
publicised, and so become part of the general climate of ideas. They may then
provide ready-made hypotheses to account, ex post, for new empirical observations,
sometimes even expressly encouraging the scientist to test conclusions he has
heard of as speculations. In the latter case, it would be correct to speak of a direct
influence of non-scientists on the progress of science; if, however, scientists were
to adopt such ideas only after new observations, which the ideas might explain,
became available, the influence would be indirect and fortuitous.
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For the number of ideas of non-scientific origin which do provide a direct
influence, there are many more whose influence is coincidental, and many more
again which prove fantastic by later standards, and are speedily forgotten.

Ideas which do anticipate or influence those of later scientists must never be
regarded as marvellous foreshadowings, implying some undefined superior insight
or prophetic faculty. They are often daring and imaginative guesses, inspired even
by aesthetic considerations in their concern with harmony or symmetry (as with
those aesthetic reflections on the universe which induced Kepler to formulate his
laws of planetary motion), and, as such, are merely examples of Bacon’s idola
tribus: ‘for the human understanding is of its own nature prone to suppose the
existenee of more order and regularity in the world than it finds. . . Hence the
fiction that all celestial bodies move in circles; spirals and dragons being (except
in name) utterly rejected’.?! .

It would be interesting to study the role of such idola or erroneous conceptions
in furthering, despite themselves, the progress of science; but these are rather the
exceptions than the rule, since careful observation and exact calculation have
always provided the solid ground upon which hypotheses, however inspired, must
eventually rest.

How then can a thinker such as Herder influence the results of scientific enquiry?
Firstly, the influence can be such as that just described, for eminent men of letters,
by their prestige, are in an excellent position to publicise ideas, including second-
hand ones, which may prove useful as hypotheses in the further development of
science. And secondly, as one theorist of biology observes, ‘the beginnings of every
science, physics included, often were rather philosophical, general, anthropomorphic,
even metaphysical’,? so that the influence of non-specialised thinkers, in Herder’s
day, upon the emergent sciences such as geology, physiology, biology, psychology
and anthropology, was by no means insignificant. In this connection, there also
springs to mind the enormous influence of such thinkers as Aristotle, Bacon,
Descartes, Leibniz, Kant and others upon particular scientific theories, even apart
from their work as philosophers in monitoring and correlating scientific theory in
general, studying its logic, and relating it to the rest of knowledge.

Comparisons between actual results of scientific enquiry in different ages must
then be made with caution. There remains, however, the second question of how
the methods of earlier thinkers can be compared with those of modern scientific
thought.

Benjamin Farrington rightly argues that ‘the true history of science. . . should
be rather a history of method than of results, for the latter are often accidental
and only seem impressive to later generations when they have been rediscovered
by improved methods’.?®> Taken out of context, individual theories can be highly
misleading, perhaps having been reached by scientifically questionable methods.
And while the actual conclusions reached in Herder’s day, especially in sciences
such as chemistry and physiology, can rarely be compared directly with those of
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today (because improved techniques of investigation have since become available),
the theoretical methods and general attitudes encountered in the two periods do
allow of such comparisons.

But while these considerations, as well as the purely subjective quality of many
of Herder’s theories, render most of his actual results unacceptable in the light of
later advances, his theoretical methods, where applied objectively by him or where
applicable objectively in the present, are at least partially acceptable to modern
science and its associated philosophies. For past methods often coincide with
subsequent procedures when they are applied to empirically verified data. And a
correct conclusion reached by a dubious method surely deserves less respect than
a conclusion reached by a logically unimpeachable method, but superseded as
more facts become available.

All this discussion is particularly necessary because so many writers dealing
with Herder have tacitly or explicitly raised the question: ‘How scientific, or how
modern, are Herder’s ideas on science?’

Almost all the writers who have dealt with Herder’s scientific thought have
occupied themselves with his results rather than with his methods. Since Kant’s
damning reviews>* of Herder’s greatest work, the Ideen, raised grave doubts about
the legitimacy of Herder’s methodological practices, and the two founders of modern
Herder studies, Haym and Kithnemann, endorsed and amplified Kant’s opinion, the
methods Herder used in his scientific thinking have habitually been ignored, dismissed
in a few words, justified retrospectively by his allegedly modern results, or sub-
ordinated to methods used in other areas of his thought (as in his writings on poetry
and religion).

The detailed study of Herder’s scientific ideas began, furthermore, from
completely false premises, with Birenbach’s Herder als Vorginger Darwins,>® which
was followed in turn by a spate of related works, either agreeing or disagreeing with
Birenbach’s contention that Herder was an early Darwinist, but never fully in-
vestigating the premises on which the whole largely futile controversy rested. Max
Rouché’s Herder précurseur de Darwin? Histoire d'un mythe®® exposed the
majority of this literature as a farrago of short-sighted partisanship, and the same
writer’s second, larger work, La philosophie de Uhistoire de Herder,>’ although
primarily a study of Herder’s philosophy of history, contains the most valuable
commentary on his scientific thought hitherto available, being full of extensive and
scholarly information. But Reuché too came from his study of Darwinism interested
primarily in the results, not the methods of science, and he sees the history of
science first and foremost as the history of the evanescent theories themselves, not
of the methods by which they were formulated. He goes so far as to say that
scientific controversies can invariably be reduced to contemporary religious and
social influences,?® and accordingly writes of Herder: ‘toute son oeuvre scientifique
a consisté 3 mettre la méthode des sciences modernes. . . au service de théses
religieuses’.?® This approach scarcely does justice to science as an independent
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organ of enquiry and discovery, possessing techniques, methods and attitudes
shared by men whose lives may be separated by centuries. While individual
hypotheses may be and indeed must be successively discarded, a core of known
observations and established laws is built up, and even if exceptions to such laws
should later be discovered, the laws do not cease to apply to the relative situations
to which they originally referred.

R. T. Clark® has also devoted some attention to Herder’s scientific thought,
but likewise concentrates on his particular theories, comparing, for example, his
qualitative notion of ‘Kraft’ to the modern and purely quantitative concept of
energy.?! Like the other American critic Martin Schiitze,> he hails Herder as an
early positivist.®® It is singular that, in seeking to bring about a rapprochement
between Herder and modern science, they also adopt the converse expedient of
isolating modern doctrines which are anything but empirical (the vitalism of
Bergson and Driesch, for instance), and which true positivists would at once
reject, and comparing these with Herder’s ideas.>

A considerable number of other works, such as those of Bruntsch,>* Grundmann,3
Sauter,3” Temkin,® as well as various works on Herder’s idea of environmental
and geographical determinism and his psychological theories, constitute valuable
studies of limited areas of his scientific thought. None of these, however, provides
a thorough analysis of the methods he employs, and most of them deal only with
his greatest work, the Ideen, which, though important, represents only one stage
in the development of his scientific ideas.

3. Herder’s concept of ‘Kraft’>®

For Herder, the activity of the scientist consists essentially in following up the
all-pervading ‘Kraft’ or dynamic power behind all natural phenomena, and in
particular, the numerous individual ‘Krifte’ into which the universal ‘Kraft’
differentiates itself. Since the same concept has a major function in several other
important areas of Herder’s thought, a study of his scientific methodology will
benefit from a preliminary survey of the range and limits of this notion in his
writings as a whole. Besides, the same concept admirably illustrates his characteristic
endeavours to reconcile disparates. For it fulfils many functions which are at
bottom discrete, although Herder’s customary and even intentional vagueness
often disguises their separate identity.

(a) The philosophical usage

Throughout his career, as already remarked, Herder uses the triad of time,
space and ‘Kraft’ as his basic metaphysical categories.*® It appears that his teacher
Kant first introduced him to the idea of ‘Kraft’ as part of this tripartite scheme,
for in two of Herder’s recently published manuscripts of 1762 or 1763, based on
Kant’s early lectures on mathematics, he divides the applied mathematical sciences
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into those which study objects according to ‘Raum’, ‘Zeit’ and ‘Kraft’ respectively.*!

Herder subsequently employed the concept, however, in ways which Kant
would scarcely have encouraged. His primary definition of it in his Metakritik
of 1799, in which he violently attacked Kant’s critical philosophy, shows that it
has by this time acquired a new sense: ‘Kraft . . . ist Maas der Readlitit eines
Daseyns von innen, da Raum und Zeit nur von aufien seine Gestalt und Dauer
mefen und ordnen’.*? But since scientific investigation can take place only ‘von
aulen’, Herder’s conception of ‘Kraft’ as it appears here has no scientific status
whatsoever, and is part of his own private metaphysic.

Leibniz, it is almost universally agreed,*® is the principal source for most of
Herder’'s more specific philosophical applications of the concept. Indeed, he.
explicitly acknowledges and praises Leibniz for his theory of ‘Krifte’ (i.e. monads),
and apparently regards it as Leibniz’s greatest contribution to metaphysics.** In
his psychological treatise of 1778, Vom Erkennen und Empfinden, he amplifies
Leibniz’s monad theory so as to bridge Leibniz’s (albeit veiled) dualism (his
‘preestablished harmony’), of soul and body by saying that, since both elements
can be reduced to ‘Kraft’ and are therefore alike in quality, they must be able to
act directly upon one another.*® The more general dualism of mind and matter
is overcome in Herder’s philosophical dialogues Gott of 1787 by means of the
same concept,’® and the third dualism of subject and object, the root of the
perennial problem of perception, is disposed of in the same way in the treatise of
1778 mentioned above.*’

The main function of ‘Kraft’ in Herder’s philosophical arguments is thus that of
a synthesising concept, which, by its very generality and intangibility, is put to
questionable use in eliminating traditionally irreconcilable antitheses.

Some further metaphysical applications of the concept in Herder’s works have
hitherto escaped notice. For example, there is his belief that ‘Kraft’, when
postulated as a causal principle, is derived from man’s experience of himself as a
causal agent. He observes: ‘der Mensch. . . findet sich am innigsten als Kraft, als
Ursache’.*® But, as Maupertuis had already realised,** we must not forget that it
is merely a personification of inanimate agencies when we apply the idea of force
to the natural world as a pretended explanation of motion or causal action, and
that, strictly speaking, it explains nothing. A similar reservation is expressed in
Hume’s doctrine that causal action may be postulated, but that its reality is not
susceptible to proof. Kant held a similar opinion on the explanatory function of
the concept of force*®; it became a commonplace of philosophy in Herder’s day®',
and Herder himself reiterates it again and again, as when he declares: ‘Kein kluger
Philosoph aber hat sich je unterwunden, zu wissen, was Kraft ist, oder wiirkende
Wesen nach innern Gesetzen und Zustinden zu ordnen’.*

None the less, he does not hesitate to do the very thing he himself warns against,
and writes: ‘[wir] schlieBen mit Recht, da der Wirkung eine wirkende Kraft,
mithin ein Subject zum Grunde liege’.>> The word ‘Subject’ betrays his logically
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fatal step towards personifying inanimate agencies. In fact, a recently published
manuscript of 1769 shows how he had proceeded to do this at a relatively early
date, describing how the human body and, by analogy, the planets, are formed by
the action of an inner ‘Monas’, ‘Kraft’, or ‘Seele’.>* He thus warns us on the one
hand against attempts to define the intrinsic nature of ‘Kraft’, yet, on mcre than
one occasion, himself personifies it as an intelligent causal agent. Once more, the
inherent ambivalence of the whole idea is unmistakable.

The position becomes still further complicated when he proceeds to confuse
the above-mentioned logical conception of ‘Krifte’ as causal agencies, which are
by definition unknowable in themselves, with the purely empirical problem of
whether we can determine the nature of various physical agencies, also styled
‘Krifte’, such as electricity, magnetism, and gravity. He writes:>

Wo Wirkung in der Natur ist, muf3 wirkende Kraft seyn. . . Es mdgen

viele Medien in der Schopfung seyn, von denen wir nicht das mindeste
wissen, weil wir kein Organ zu ihnen haben.

The reason here advanced for our inability to comprehend such natural forces is no
longer the logical one used elsewhere to explain our lack of knowledge of causality
(although Herder never makes this distinction explicit); our lack of a suitable
‘Organ’ is here held alone responsible. The inference is clear that, if we possessed
more sensitive organs or instruments, we might detect many more ‘Krifte’ in the
physical world.%® Just as he had attributed real existence to ‘Kraft’, against his
own warnings, as a metaphysical, soul-like principle, he now alternatively gives
it reality by identifying it with practically detectable physical agencies.

Thus we can already distinguish three distinct conceptions, logical, metaphysical,
and physical, closely related and barely distinguishable in Herder’s earliest formu-
lations, yet all disguised under the same word — ‘Kraft’. Once again, the synthesising
function of the concept is obvious, as is its incorrigible vagueness. Maupertuis’
denunciation of such thinking is perhaps the clearest and most forthright of such -
statements in Herder’s times:*’

D’autres [philosophes] ont cru avancer beaucoup, en adoptant un mot
qui ne sert qu’d cacher notre ignorance: ils ont attribué aux corps une
certaine force pour communiquer leur mouvement aux autres. Il n’y a dans
la Philosophie moderne aucun mot répété plus souvent que celui-ci, aucun
qui soit si peu exactement défini. Son obscurité I’a rendu si commode,
qu’on n’en a pas borné I'usage aux corps que nous connoissons; une école
entiére de Philosophes [Leibnizians, no doubt] attribue aujourd’hui 4 des

étres qu’elle n’a jamais vus une force qui ne se manifeste par aucun
phénomeéne.

(b) Animistic and related usages

From the personification of non-human agencies, it is a short step to the notion
that the inorganic and vegetable worlds are endowed with soul-like attributes. In
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the manuscript of 1769 cited above in which Herder’s fancy conjures up planetary
souls, he also speaks of ‘das Leben der Metalle’ and ‘das Leben der Pflanzen’.’® Some
years later, he represents the ‘Krifte’ of plants and stones as analogous to the
soul.%® Similar references, all based on the Leibnizian model of a ladder of natural
forms, each endowed with a different degree of consciousness, appear in several
other passages in his works.®

Words such as animism, pananimism, panvitalism, panpsychism, panspiritualism,
panlogism, hylozoism and the like all convey something of Herder’s use of this
complex of ideas, but, allowing for his characteristic vagueness and the facility
with which one meaning of the ‘Kraft’ concept shades off into others, it is unwise
to be over-specific. Perhaps ‘pananimism’ is the least misleading term to describe
the present usage.

As to the sources of such ideas, various Herder scholars have suggested Plato,®
Shaftesbury and Leibniz,®* and the later medieval mystics,%® and Herder himself,
in an early fragment, speaks of ‘Cardan, Campanella, die Grifin Conneway und
van Helmont, die allen Sachen Leben und Empfindung gaben’.* Late in his life,
Herder found Kepler’s animistic conception of gravitation more congenial than
Newton’s neutral or mechanistic one,® and he seems to have been familiar with the
doctrine, first profounded by Gilbert in his De Magnete of 1600, that the earth’s
magnetism is a palpable manifestation of the world-soul, for he says in 1778: ‘der
groe Magnetismus in der Natur, der anziehet und forst6ft, ist lange als Seele der
Welt betrachtet worden’.®® But he subsequently rejects the idea of a world-soul as
soon as it is made to comprehend the souls of men, as in Averroes’ philosophy,
since he realised that this would imperil the doctrine of personal immortality.5”
Thus he never fully accepted pananimism with all its consequences.

It is perhaps wiser, however, not to over-emphasise any one aspect or source of
these ideas found scattered through Herder’s works, but to see them all as various
alternatives within the complex of interrelated ideas involving the concept of
‘Kraft’, related, in this case, to his Leibnizian attempts to reconcile mind and matter.

(c) ‘Kraft’ and the occult

Closely related to these animistic fancies is Herder’s belief in occult, invisible
powers at work around him. This belief is not reflected in his published works, in
which he was always eager to denounce superstition, but his wife Caroline relates
in her memoirs:%®

Sein Glaube an noch unerklirte oder unerklirliche Krifte der Natur war
Glaube an die allbelebte, geisterfiillte Welt, an innere Krifte der Natur und
Seele, die mit anderen uns bekannten Gesetzen innig harmoniren, uns aber
noch nicht aufgeschlossen sind. . . Er glaubte auch, da} eine reine wohl-
gebildete Seele. . .der Ahnungen iiber bevorstehende wichtige Ereignisse
allerdings fihig sey.
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It.is interesting that Caroline juxtaposes ‘unerklirte’ and ‘unerklirliche’ in a way
which recalls Herder’s own failure to distinguish between the logically inexplicable
and the scientifically unexplained. No doubt his belief in a personal daemon, as
recorded in his letters,®® his use of Biblical lotteries,”® his keen interest in
galvanism,”™ and his statement to Jean Paul ‘daB er sich eine Geistererscheinung
wiinschte, und daf er gar nichts von dem gewdhnlichen Geister-Schauder dabei
empfinde und ahnete’™ are all part of this same conviction.

Yet just as he was prepared to personify causal agencies himself while reiterating
the warnings of Hume and others against doing so, he on another occasion condemns
all beliefs in mysterious forces within nature, writing to his son August: ‘die
Raumerfiillungen, geheime Kraft- und Thitigkeitsprinzipe, die Ichs, Selbste und
Seelen der Metalle und Mineralien etc. etc. etc. iiberla dem Teufel’.” What he saw
as a flaw in the scientific arguments of his adversaries (in this case, the Romantic
thinkers who had influenced his son), he chose to overlook in his own thinking.
Once again, the ambivalence of his views, especially of his ‘Kraft’ concept, is
strikingly obvious. It must in all fairness be added, however, that he had no
sympathy with occultism as a serious study, as a letter to the young Georg Miiller
shows.” And in the course of his duties as General Superintendent of the Weimar
churches, he abolished the formula of exorcism from the baptismal liturgy, for fear
that it might foster superstition.

(d) Religious and mystical usages

Herder early became acquainted with yet another cognate application of the
‘Kraft’ concept. In 1766, he made the following extract, in translation, from
Hume’s Natural History of Religion:™

Wir sind auf einem Schauplatz, wo unbekannte Ursachen wirken, unbekannte
Folgen wirken; nun beschiftigt sich die Einbildung, um diese unsichtbaren

Krifte zu erdecken; zu unphilosophisch, um den grofien Mechanismus ein-
zusehen, sucht man Alles nach sich zu bilden.

He himself adopted this rational explanation of how religions arise, and writes
around 1780: ‘Wilde [sehen] iiberall Krifte, Geist: Orientalen iiberall Gott>.”™
Yet he is prepared to personify natural phenomena and their causes himself, in
the same way as the savages he describes, and in his religious phase in Biickeburg,
he warmly praises primitive peoples for their mode of worship, which Hume had
rationalised as a delusion, and says in words of tribute to the purer original
religion of early societies: ‘Krdifte wurden angebetet und nicht Formen. . . Sie
beteten nur die Gottheit im Lebendigen an!’” And at a considerably earlier date,
he describes God in terms of ‘Kraft’, saying: ‘Gott erfiillt den Raum durch seine
Kraft’.”™ Here, he is probably echoing a similar statement in Kant’s Allgemeine
Naturgeschichte (1755),” which he had certainly read by 1766.%°

Enough has been written by earlier critics on how Herder extended this
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religious version of the ‘Kraft’ concept in his Gott of 1787, and on his endeavours
in this work to link his supposed divine ‘Kraft’, indeed almost to identify it, with
the ‘organische Krifte’ of nature. This pantheistic resolution of the old dualism
of God and nature, creator and created, is again thoroughly typical of his whole
way of thinking.

As to the various precedents for the religious versions of the concept, there can
be no doubt that Herder associated the Johannine doctrine of the divine logos
with his own notion of ‘Kraft’,®® and that he related this in turn to the Old
Testament conception of the divine breath as a life-giving principle.®?> The idea
that the divinity itself acts as an all-pervading ‘force’ can be traced back to Plato,
to the medieval ‘anima mundi’, the writings of Philo and the Alexandrian mystics,
the Cabbala, and many other works, all age-long fountain-heads of heresy, which
are fairly fully discussed in Max Jammer’s excellent history of concepts of
force.®® Among other writers whom Herder had certainly read there is the
Cambridge Platonist Ralph Cudworth,® with his ‘Plastick Nature’, a hypothetical
force bridging the gap between God and the natural world,® and Giordano Bruno,
whose opinions Herder had encountered through the pantheist John Toland’s
writings in the 1770’s, as his unpublished manuscripts show® ; Bruno too con-
ceived of the deity as a universal force. And finally, Leibniz’s monads once again
spring to mind as a possible influence. Leaving aside the much-debated question of
whether Herder’s religious conception of ‘Kraft’, as found in his Gott of 1787, is
pantheistic, anyone who considers the ancestry of this idea of a middle term between
God and nature, spirit and matter, will agree that it is more closely associated with
mysticism and heterodoxy than with orthodox Christian belief.3”

One further aspect of the concept deserves attention here. Herder regards
the human soul itself as a ‘Kraft’, and argues that, since ‘Kriifte’ are indestructible,
the soul must be immortal. He accordingly writes in 1769: ‘Mein Tod ist nur ein
Vertreiben aus Zeit, und Raum: Keine Schwiche meiner Kraft’. Yet in the same
manuscript, he says of the soul at death: ‘ihre vitale Kraft also kann nicht mehr
dem Allen entgegenwiirken, was auf sie stirmt — ich sterbe’.®® It thus appears
that he considers the soul as a ‘Kraft’ possessed of two aspects, one ‘vital’ and the
other immortal. Rudolf Unger has examined this aspect of the idea in detail, and
shows that Herder’s problematic arguments for, and sometimes even against, the
immortality of the soul’s ‘Kraft’, never reach any satisfactory conclusion even in
the Ideen of the 1780’s, but remain vague, shifting, and contradictory.®®

(e) The aesthetic usage

The sentence quoted above, in which Herder explains how religion arises when
primitive people personify natural phenomena, continues with the words: ‘Daher
die ilteste Poesie, Poesie der Wilden’. This juxtaposition of ideas shows how closely
he associated the origins of religion with those of poetry. Hence he readily went on
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from describing the divinity as a ‘Kraft’ to describe the nature of poetry in the
same terms. In fact, in the Kritische Walder, he already adapts his familiar ‘Raum,
Zeit und Kraft’ scheme to aesthetics, relegating the visual arts to space, music to
time, and poetry to ‘Kraft’.® In another passage, poetry is associated in turn with
‘Energie’.” R. T. Clark has shown in detail how the English aesthetician Harris,
with his (originally Aristotelian) notion of poetic ‘energy’, influenced Herder here.?
Herder at any rate continued to associate poetry, like so many other things, with
‘Kraft’, especially in his writings on literature in the 1770’s.

The poetic application of this concept is the most overtly subjective of all the
uses Herder makes of it. After all, the young enthusiast of the Storm and Stress
years saw poetry as a means of infusing emotional content into an effete and over-
rationalised society. Yet when he proceeded to use the same concept in scientific

- contexts, this subjective element effaced what little objective value the concept
might otherwise have possessed. It may have proved an inspiration to the young
‘Kraftgenies’ who took their name from it, but it could only detract from the
clarity of Herder’s scientific thought.

(f) The historical usage

The creative force at work in the poetic genius likewise expresses itself,
according to Herder, in the process of history. He writes of historical studies in an
early version of his Auch eine Philosophie: ‘Wir suchen und wigen Krifte, nicht
das Schattenbild ihrer Abstraktionen und Folgen, die sich vielleicht mit jedem
Stral der Sonne indern’.”® And even as he moves away from his youthful view of
history as struggle, as ‘Girung’, as organic growth, he still believes that ‘Krifte’
are the raw material, so to speak, of history.*® Then in 1787, in Part III of the
Ideen, side by side with the earlier notion of historical ‘Krifte’ as forces of
spontaneous organic development, there appears the later idea that they operate
according to quasi-mathematical, indeed mechanical laws.®® Thus in history too,
the concept acquires a dual significance.

(g) The physical usage

The young Herder’s notes from Kant’s lectures on mathematics, as earlier
mentioned, already classify the physical sciences according to ‘Raum’, ‘Zeit’ and
‘Kraft’, the last of which is purportedly the object of dynamics, mechanics,
geography (surprisingly enough), astronomy, optics, hydraulics, and statics.”
There is evidence that he soon went on to connect this physical sense with the
religious one, however, as when in 1774 he describes Newton’s researches as a
pursuit of the ‘Gotteskraft’ within nature.”” And he had earlier declared, of
course: ‘Gott erfiillt den Raum durch seine Kraft’. But in this respect at least, he
was not deviating from the beliefs of many, if not the majority of contemporary
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scientists, for as Jammer remarks of Newton’s theory of gravitational ‘action at a
distance’, ‘the only way to reconcile this new and immensely successful notion
with traditional ideas was to supply it with a metaphysical-theological foundation
and to assimilate it into the Neo-Platonic body of doctrines. Force and gravitation
were thus conceived as manifestations, par excellence, of divine omnipresence and
omnipotence’.?® In his important essay of 1777, Uber die dem Menschen angeborne
Liige, Herder accordingly proceeded to use the pattern of gravitational attraction in
the solar system as an analogy for the spiritual situation of man,%® and at all times,
he refers not only to gravity but also to electricity, magnetism and other physical
phenomena as ‘Krifte’, thus rounding off a complex scheme of physico-meta-
physical relations extending from the simplest natural phenomena to the supreme
being.

(h) The biological usage

Herder was early familiar with the concept of ‘Kraft’ as used in current biological
literature, as his notes of 1766 on the ‘vegetativische Kraft’ of the microscopist
J. T. Needham indicate."® And in his religious phase of the 1770’s, as mentioned
above, he went on to associate the biological idea of a life-force with the theological
conception of the divine breath, completing another link in the great synthesis
which the concept of ‘Kraft’ came to represent. From then onwards, he uniformly
supports vitalistic theories of a ‘Lebenskraft’ in biology.

(i) The psychological usage

Early in his career, Herder encountered the traditional theory that the mind is
composed of a series of ‘Krifte’ (faculties), and in 1767, in characteristic fashion,
he proceeded to reduce these to a single ‘Kraft’, of which, he maintained, the
various mental functions are merely different expressions.'’” And from the time of
his psychological essay Vom Erkennen und Empfinden (1775 and 1778 versions)
onwards, in an attempt to justify scientifically Leibniz’s metaphysical doctrine
that the mind and body are both composed of dynamic elements, he made the
neurological ‘Krifte’ or ‘vires’ of the physiologist Albrecht von Haller the foundation
of his own psychological thought. Once again, the concept was employed as a
mediator between disparates.

(G) Conclusion

Despite the loss of the notebook'®? in which the mature Herder recorded his
general reflections on ‘Kraft’, his other writings contain sufficient references to the
concept to show how vast and ramified its associations are. The principal function
it performs is to unite different areas of his experience and thought. The gaps
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which it is used to bridge are at times so wide that the resulting synthesis can be
called little more than verbal, a mere papering over of gulfs which threaten to
gape open again at the slightest probing. The very comprehensiveness of the concept
makes it unwise to emphasise any one of its innumerable nuances, as too many
critics have done in the past.

It is a compromise then, but not a compromise in the sense of a neutral
territory on which a choice between extremes can be avoided; on the contrary,
its function is to facilitate movement between extremes, any one of which
Herder is prepared to embrace when necessary. He was often prepared to reduce
physical and even biological ‘Krifte’ to purely material or corporeal units.'®® Yet
on the other hand, he often used the term to designate spirits or entirely
incorporeal agencies. In this context, the concept is not so much an alternative to
the extremes of spiritualism and materialism, as a veil, a conveniently ambiguous
term which allowed him to take up materialistic or spiritualistic (even purely
mystical) positions at will, to juxtapose traditionally incompatible ideas while
avoiding the more obvious appearances of contradiction. It is worth repeating
that these inconsistencies need not imply conscious dissembling, but are a constant
and essential feature of Herder’s problematic thought, already manifest in his
early works of the 1760’s.

All this shows that it is impossible to treat Herder’s scientific ideas in isolation
from the rest of his thought. For even the single concept of ‘Kraft’, as used in his
scientific arguments, carries with it a plenitude of important associations from
most other departments in which he was interested. This certainly enhances both
the breadth and the unity of his thought, but it also renders the concept virtually
valueless in scientific contexts as a description of natural phenomena. It likewise
helps to confirm that theories concerning intrinsic quality or content, as distinct
from measurable quantity or form, in the natural world, and indeed all supposedly
scientific results obtained in a methodologically unsound way, have no legitimate
place in science, and deserve less attention than do the methods by which they
were arrived at.

Nevertheless the ‘Kraft’ concept does have its value, in a methodological sense,
purely as a means of synthesis. Max Jammer writes: ‘The history of physics shows
clearly that the introduction of the concept of force led to a methodological
unification of the conceptual scheme of science’.’® That is, the methodological
role of the concept in the history of science, strangely enough, has been essentially
the same as it seems to have been within Herder’s thought, just as it has proved in
both cases to have no explanatory power whatsoever.
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16 As Rouché 172 p. 331 does, referring to a similar contradiction, and arguing that the
religious sections regresent Herder’s true commitment. Cf. also Clark 62 p. 213 and
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17 SW XIII, 84.
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19 Cf. the equally suspect methods of Herder’s admirer Dalberg, 268 p. 8: ‘Ich vergleiche
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und Psyc] olo%ie u.s.w. Und da such ich die Punkte der Achnlichkeit unter ihnen auf.’

20 Diintzer 23 I, 289. Jean Paul to Herder, 31 July 1797.
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23 Farrington 225 p. 58.
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CHAPTER II : METHODOLOGY

1. Subjectivity and objectivity
(a) Experiment and observation

One of the most confusing features of Herder’s scientific thought is that he
frequently recommends the use of one method, while himself employing another,
For example, it should already be obvious that his belief in a metaphysical
‘Kraft’ as the qualitative essence of the natural world was bound to predispose
him against exact, quantitative techniques in science, yet in his Gott of 1787,
that great apotheosis of ‘Kraft’, he writes of exact, quantitative procedures:’
Sie sehen, Philolaus, den Vorzug solcher wissenschaftlichen Formeln. Was
der gemeine Verstand in tdglichen Erfahrungen dunkel, aber anschauend
bemerkt, bringen sie ins Licht, filhren es auf allgemeine Gesetze, ja wo
moglich auf Zahl und Gréfe zuriick; dadurch bekommt ihre Behauptung
einen Werth der bestimmten Gewiflheit, ja einer allgemeinen Anwendung,
die man nachher gern bei jedem einzelnen Gegenstande verfolget.

Thus, especially in his later years, he was prepared to recommend a quantitative

procedure, although its lessons did not benefit his own scientific thought.

But the eighteenth century, as Cajori? observes, witnessed a widespread decline
in exact experiment after the great era of mechanics in the previous century had
closed. It was in many ways an age of speculation and hypothesis, out of which
new sciences were finally to arise; Herder was very much a part of this movement,
especially since he was himself a theorist and philosopher rather than a practical
scientist.

He was always prepared, however, to utilise the data of experiments recorded
by others, but not so much in the physical and mathematical sciences, which, like
Goethe (though not so markedly as he), he never entirely understood and appreciated.
He eagerly read experimental reports in medicine and biology, as a glance at his
Ideen of the 1780’s will show. Already in 1769, in his fourth Kritisches Wildchen,
and again in his Plastik of 1778, he built his theory of the tactile origins of visual
perception on reports of eye operations and the process of learning to see.

Unlike Goethe, he wholeheartedly approved of instrumental aids in scientific
investigations. In a late poem, he praises such instruments as follows:*

. . . ein neues Werkzeug ist
Dem Menschenvolk ein vielfachstirk’res Aug’
Und Ohr und Hand; ein neues Werkzeug schafft
Ihm neue Welten.
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He had himself worked with a microscope in Goethe’s company.® Like Goethe,
however, he seems to have felt that the observer should never mistake the values
inherent in unaided perception. Too close a scrutiny, he believes, can turn our
delight over a living whole into revulsion, and he points out ‘wie das schone
Gesicht, das mit bloflen Augen angesehen uns reizend vorkam, niher und mit
einem Fernglase [sic] betrachtet, mit allen seinen Schweishdlen und Héckern
und Erhohungen ein Gegenstand des Abscheus wiirde’.® No doubt his feelings
were similar when, on enrolling as a medical student in his youth in Kénigsberg,
he was forced to abandon his studies after being overcome at the prospect of a
dissection. But in this matter, he never went so far as Goethe, against whom one
remark vindicating instrumental aids is clearly directed. The embittered, older
Herder says of the ‘Sensualist’ and ‘Realist’:”
Unrecht aber hitten sie, wenn sie sich der Vergleichung, der Berichtigung
und Verstirkung der Sinne widersetzten, und z.B. ein Vergroferungs- oder
Fernglas verschmihten, weil es ihnen den Mond oder die Milbe nicht mehr,
wie diese ihr unbewafnetes Auge sah, zeiget.

More than once, he eulogises the Newton-Herschel reflector telescope as a great
example of a ‘new sense’.® He therefore approves in theory of experiments and
instruments, and uses their findings, but in practice, his emotional reactions could
prove stronger than his scientific curiosity.

On a more general level, he frequently recommends and employs the observer’s
approach as distinct from speculation.® He writes to his son August in the letter
in which he warns him against Romantic speculations: ‘Also kommt . . . auf
Deine eigne Beobachtungen und Erfahrungen alles an’.'° He himself examined
various skulls'! in comparing the anatomy of the apes with that of man, and says
that a new physical anthropology is possible only if the various ethnological types
are carefully studied and depicted.'? He believed that the observations of individual
scientists ought to be shared, and that greater co-operation was necessary for
scientific progress in the future.!’

But finally, he himself admitted: ‘ich bin so fliichtig und ungeduldig bei Allem,
was viele lange mechanische Uebung fodert’.'* In this particular, he lacked Goethe’s
patience. Besides, his powers of hearing were more highly developed than his
powers of vision, in which Goethe excelled.”> Goethe’s remark to Falk in 1809

conveys something of this difference: 6

Dazu kam, daB} ich mich zu simtlichen Betrachtungen der Natur geneigter
fiihlte als Herder, der immer schnell am Ziele sein wollte und die Idee ergriff,
wo ich kaum noch einigermafien mit der Anschauung zustande war.

The many concrete observations which Herder mentions are usually culled from
the works of other scientists, gathered together in notebooks in accordance with
his usual method of compiling collections of excerpts, and not based on any personal
scientific research.
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(b) Landscape and external nature

It has been said that Herder’s interest in landscape and external nature was
slight.'” This judgement needs considerable qualification. Solitary walks and
reflections on visible nature were a necessary part of his life at all its stages. His
childhood dreams of a water-world'® in the lake at Mohrungen during his walks
around it, his voyage to France in 1769, when he turned violently away from
abstract erudition towards nature, and his melancholy wanderings in the forests
round Nantes in the same year'? are all obvious examples. No doubt only his in-
disposition while in Strassburg prevented him from renewing such habits there.
His letters from Biickeburg to his future wife again testify to his profound interest
in the natural world, and the landscape descriptions in them are among the most
striking passages of lyrical prose he ever wrote.?® On surveying the landscape of
autumn®' and spring,?> he seems to have been moved by the deepest emotions,
and in Biickeburg, he spent hours alone in his garden and on long rides through
the country round the town. The young Georg Miiller’s diary tells of Herder’s
continued interest in visible nature in Weimar, when his daily walks in the
‘Webicht’ were an essential part of his routine and inspiration.?® His letters from
Italy, especially from Naples, are full of descriptions of the Italian scenery.?

In fact, from his childhood until his stay with his son August, in the last year
of his life, among the mountains at Schneeberg, an intense emotional interest
attached him to landscape and external nature. This forms the subjective counter-
part to his declarations in favour of precise scientific observation, and is of equal
importance in determining the tone of his writings upon the natural world.

(c) Objective methods in theory and practice

Herder often seems to support empiricism, and contends that logic must have
an empirical foundation, as when he declares: ‘Der Logiker und der Naturerklirer
wird Eins: was er urspriinglich auch ist, und in den Tsirnhausens, Pascals, Wolfen,
Kistners und Lamberts war’.?® Many of these utterances, however, arise out of
his early, emotional and Rousseauistic reaction against pedantry and in favour
of the senses, and are not, as such, based upon a reasoned examination of the
nature of scientific knowledge. He exclaims, for example: ‘Man verliert seine
Jugend, wenn man die Sinne nicht gebraucht’*® His new ‘physiological’ psychology,
given its final form in 1778 but begun in the fourth Kritisches Wildchen of 1769,
is full of such statements,?” and indeed much of its value derives from the senti-
ments they express. The more emotional outbursts of the Journal meiner Reise
gradually give place, however, to a less demonstrative but equally sincere respect
for empirical data; upon these, Herder built much of his mature work, and he
maintains that they must be the raw material of all true science:?®

Wenn alles Geschwitz des Wahns und der Sophistik zerfressenes Holz seyn
wird: so werden wahre Versuche und Beobachtungen der Natur dauren, und
vielleicht in anderen Theorien sich bewihren.
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Again and again, he supports ‘Erfahrung’ against ‘Metaphysik’.2’ He believes that
the scientist must be completely impartial in choosing material for study, and adds
only the one reservation that the greatest possibility of gaining new information
should influence the investigator’s choice.3® The thoroughness of the investigation
is more important than the particular object chosen.>!

Herder’s ‘empiricism’ is, however, considerably qualified in his own practice by
non-empirical intrusions. For in constructing his unitary scheme of the universe,
he found it necessary to introduce metaphysical assumptions which could not be
verified empirically. He could never be content to admit final ignorance of the
ultimate nature of any observed phenomenon. Where Goethe stopped in face of an
‘Urphinomen’, Herder went on to name and even to define another ‘Kraft’ producing
it. Those who claim3 without qualification that he was an empiricist or positivist
are therefore mistaken. Various writers have noticed such inconsistencies between
Herder’s theory and practice,®® usually without recognising that this ambiguity is
not merely a curious fact or a whim of Herder’s but a fundamental and necessary
feature of his whole personality.

Although a predilection for the concrete is part of Herder’s own nature, as his
early attacks on excessive abstraction in poetry, education and religion suggest, he
leaves us in no doubt that he looked to a specific mentor in advocating formal
inductive methods. Francis Bacon is named again and again. As I have tried to
show in detail elsewhere,>® Herder believed that he had the authority of Bacon
behind his own brand of empiricism, and he appeals repeatedly to Bacon’s works
in his attacks on a priori rationalism, as in his feud against Kant’s critical philosophy
in his last years. In his own common-sense view of induction, he failed to realise
with Hume and Kant that naturalistic explanation, the objective foundation of all
empirical science, requires a logical epistemology to elucidate its own characteristic
problems, to define its nature and limits. He shared Bacon’s theory of induction
as a straightforward process of generalisation from sense-data which leads eventually
to universal explanation® : the problem of induction simply did not exist for him,
and he did not even set up an equivalent to Bacon’s scheme of idola, of modifications
which the subject, by its distinct nature, introduces into the objective data of
experience. Thus his constant attempts to refute Kant’s statements on the logical
functions of the mind by appealing to empirical psychology go back to a mis-
understanding of the separate roles of logic and of psychology, a common mis-
understanding of Kant’s first Critique exacerbated by his own habit of using
psychological terminology in purely logical senses.

But with or without logical legitimation and qualification, and in spite of all
discrepancies between theory and practice, the naturalistic side of Herder’s philosophy
is none the less real. It served as a much needed example in an age and country in
which a one-sided rationalism, in the Enlightenment and again with the followers
of Kant, was rampant, and it influenced much of his own scientific thinking.
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What his friend Knebel said of Lucretius applies equally well to this aspect of
Herder’s work:36

Der ganze Zusammenhang seiner Philosophie, so wie er dasteht, zerfillt von
selbst; aber der Geist davon, niamlich alle Erscheinungen auf natiirliche
Griinde zuriickzufihren, muff ewig der Geist der wahren Philosophie bleiben.

(d) Subjective methods in theory and practice

On the one hand, Herder makes such declarations as the following: ‘Die
wahrhaftigen ersten Grundsitze des Denkens und Empfindens sind allgemein,
weil die Ahnlichkeit der Organisation, Mittel und Sphire allgemein ist.” Just as
often, however, he maintains that there are subjective variations in what he above
acknowledges as the universal basis of reason, of ‘Vernunft, die aber, so einférmig
das Wort klingt, doch bei verschiedenen Menschen so verschieden wiirkt, sich
jedesmal so einzeln und sonderbar mit Empfindung mischet, auf das und jenes und
auf Nichts anders bauet, . . . dal niemand mit dem Magnet und Ruder des andern
sicher fahren kann’.3 (We should observe that these two utterances are almost
contemporaneous.) Herder agrees with Locke that such variations arise since the
reason develops from the data of vision and imagination, which themselves vary
in the individual subject.3® Nevertheless, he often returns to the position adopted
in the first quotation, affirming that certain principles are common to all reasons:
‘Man nenne sie notiones communes, oder ideas innatas, oder axiomata rationis,
oder Zopyra, oder wie man wolle; sie sind da nur eben, weil sie allgemein dasind,
weil sie jedem, wenigstens dunkel, vorschweben’.*® Here, he seems to emphasise
the subjective basis of knowledge even to the point of agreeing that a priori ideas
of the kind which he was later to attack in Kant’s critical philosophy are real.
Thus he does at times use subjectivistic arguments, which conflict in characteristic
fashion with opposing ones, in his considerations on the nature of knowledge.

It is generally agreed that the ‘subjective’ element (this time in the everyday
sense of the word, meaning ‘influenced by personal emotion’) is also strong in
Herder’s pronouncements upon the natural world, that is, in his own practice.*!
Herder himself admits this, writing: ‘Die Lampe meines Geistes brennt von gar zu
naflem Feuer: sie hat fast immer Oel der Leidenschaft nothig und das ist so grob
und wiflrig’.*> On the other hand, his turbulent style is often deceptive, for the
content of his exclamations may be objectively perfectly valid, as often happens
in his Ideen of the 1780’s.

Most important of all, however, is that Herder not only allowed subjective
elements to infiltrate his own scientific thought, but actually believed that the
scientist is necessarily influenced by subjective factors. He himself wishes, in his
study of the natural ‘elements’ in 1769, ‘die Physik alles dessen, aus sich heraus-
finden zu konnen’.*® He later writes of two great scientists: ‘der empfindende
Mensch fiihlt sich in Alles, fiihlt Alles aus sich heraus, und druckt darauf sein Bild,
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sein Geprige. So ward Newton in seinem Weltgebdude wider Willen ein Dichter,
wie Buffon in seiner Kosmogonie’.** And of the theory of Copernicus, he writes:
‘Zu den groften Entdeckungen also, die wir dafiir halten, winkte Einbildung,
Malerei, Poesie herauf und hielt die Leiter!™*® All of these utterances, however, date
from before his mature period begins; he later tempered such unrestrained sub-
jective inclinations and his method of ‘Einfiihlung’ by increased development of
the other, more objective pole of his thought.

Until this century, few theorists of science would have conceded to Herder
the point that subjectivity is a major factor in scientific activity. The image of the
scientist as a rigorously objective, almost sphinx-like observer long reigned un-
challenged. Sir Karl Popper, however, accounts for the objectivity of science in a
novel way, of which Herder, with his belief in the subjectivity of each individual,
and his call for scientists to co-operate, would assuredly have approved. Popper
writes that ‘neither the dryness or remoteness of a topic of natural science prevent
partiality and self-interest from interfering with the individual scientist’s beliefs.
. . . it is the public character of science which imposes a mental discipline upon the
individual scientist, and which preserves the objectivity of science’.* In ages before
scientific team-work was the rule, Herder’s judgement on subjectivity, of course,
contained even more truth than it does today.

(e) Subject and object: the problem of perception

Herder, especially in his Vom Erkennen und Empfinden of 1774-1778, devoted
considerable attention to the problem of how subject and object, perceiver and
perceived, are interrelated, and what their relative importance is.

As already mentioned, he overcame the dualism of mind and body by the
conception of ‘Kraft’. The same dualism recurs, however, on a more abstract level
as that of subject and object, or of perceiving mind and perceived reality. Here, for
the first time, we find him using the word ‘Analogie’ to bridge a gap; this is only
one of the numerous senses in which he uses the word. This rather surprising use
of the term ‘Analogie’ in a psychological sense may have been suggested by
Baumgarten’s designation of the senses, the mediators of subject and object, as
the ‘analogon rationis’.*”

The idea of an ‘Analogie’ has two main uses: it can denote a parallel between
the content of two distinct entities, or between their respective forms. In the case
under discussion, the subject and object are seen as analogous because their content
is similar; this inner essence, in both the perceiving mind and the perceived world,
is, needless to say, yet another ‘Kraft’. It is thus to be expected in advance that
such an idea of analogy will share all the weaknesses of the ‘Kraft’ conception.

To return to details: Herder begins his psychological essay Vom Erkennen und
Empfinden by solving the problem of perception, the problem of how it can be
possible for the perceiving subject to be aware of an object, of something external



26

to itself, by postulating an ‘Analogie’ between the inner ‘Kraft’ of the subject and
the other cognate ‘Krifte’ of the external world, the object of perception. The
problem is thus summarily solved virtually before it is even stated as a problem. He
writes: 48

Je mehr wir indeff das grofle Schauspiel wiirkender Krifte in der Natur

sinnend ansehn, desto weniger konnen wir umbhin, iiberall Anlichkeit mit
uns zu fiihlen, alles mit unserer Empfindung zu beleben.

This is, of course, basically the same thing as his old idea of personified external
‘Krifte’, and is, as such, a subjectivistic belief. It is also an example of his belief in
empathetic understanding or ‘Einfiihlung’ (a word he apparently coined himself)*°
into the external world. Haym notices the similarity between this doctrine and
Schelling’s later ‘Identititslehre’,’® a philosophical conception which Herder,
however, never stated explicitly nor employed in such a consistently sub-
jectivistic way as the Romantics were to do.

A second, alternative solution designed to explain this parallelism appears in the
same work of Herder’s. God, as the emanator of both aspects of ‘Kraft’, in
perceiver and perceived alike, appears as their higher common denominator.!
And a third, this time objectivistic and psychological explanation of the supposed
‘Analogie’ is implied by Herder when he writes, in the same work: ‘Alle unser
Denken ist aus und durch Empfindung entstanden’.** For, since our ‘Empfindung’
is derived from our sense-experience, as the whole of Herder’s ‘physiological’
psychology of the 1770’s with its theory of nervous ‘Reiz’ asserts, our subjective
attributes must in this case be conditioned, or even determined, by our objective
experience. This solution recalls how Leibniz, in a posthumously published work,
eventually allowed ‘petites perceptions’ to enter the supposedly ‘windowless’ monad
from without.

Of the three positions discussed, only the second, religious one merits the title
of an analogy, although Herder often uses the word to denote the first position
as well. The first and third solutions, subjectivistic and sensationalistic respectively,
are not true analogical relations at all, but direct cause-and-effect explanations.
For in the first, the subject shapes the object it comprehends by projecting its own
characteristics into it, and in the third, the subject is built up out of the objective
reality which confronts it. The second position, however, involves a basic equality
between the parallel subject and object. Herder comes back to this solution, given
a new, secularised turn, in his Metakritik of 1799:53

Diese Analogie unserer selbst konnen wir nicht anders als auf Alles aufier uns
anwenden, weil wir nur durch und mit uns selbst sehen, horen, verstehen,
handeln. Wir tragen sie aber nicht in die Objekte iiber [Herder here avoids
subjectivism] : denn wenn in diesen nichts Verstindliches, Hor- und Sicht-

bares wire, so existierte an ihnen keine Kategorie, d.i. kein Sinn und kein
Verstand.

Thus subject and object are pre-adapted by some unspecified external agency, a
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deus ex machina as in Leibniz’s theory of pre-established harmony; only Herder,
in this later passage, no longer wishes to name any transcendental factor. Such
indirect linking of subject and object sets them in a true relation of analogy.

But Herder suggests alternative links apart from transcendental ones; such
naturalistic links are the idea of an ‘Ather’, as a hypothetical medium linking
perceiver and perceived,® again named in the 1778 essay on psychology and
perhaps borrowed from Shaftesbury.® Later, he suggests that light is the
‘Organ der Gottheit’ by means of which we perceive.®® This is, of course, related
to the Greek idea, appropriated by Goethe in turn, of an inner and outer light.
Herder too writes: ‘Wire in diesem Korper kein Licht, kein Schall: so hitten wir
auf aller weiten Welt von nichts, was Schall und Licht ist, Empfindung’.” This
inner light is something ‘dem Licht Analoges’. Thirdly, he suggests in the Ideen
that an ‘Gtherischer oder elektrischer Strom’® in our nervous system is the same
as that in many processes of external nature; and at other times, he names an
‘animalische’® or ‘organische Wirme’,® or a ‘Lebenswirme’,®' or yet again
‘dieser himmlische Feuerstrom’®? as the common denominator between ourselves
as perceivers and the external world we perceive. All these ‘physiological’ or quasi-
physical explanations of the mechanism of perception in terms of common intrinsic
content were premature, to say the least, in Herder’s age, and scientifically
valueless. In most of these cases, moreover, it is really an identity, not an analogy,
which is implied.

Another supposed analogy between perceiver and perceived is set up when he
revives the archaic notion of the microcosm and macrocosm, again in his Vom
Erkennen und Empfinden of 1778. He writes:53

Ich fiirchte mich also gar nicht vor dem alten Ausdruck, daf der Mensch eine
kleine Welt sei, dafl unser Korper Auszug alles Korperreichs, wie unsre Seele
ein Reich aller geistigen Krifte, die zu uns gelangen, seyn miisse.

Once again, it is the common content of the two units which he stresses, while the
two were often considered, especially in antiquity, as analogous in their form as
well (as with Seneca’s analogy between the anatomy of man and the mountains as the
bone-structure of the earth, or the Pythagorean belief that number governs both the
reason of man and that of the universe). However, formal analogies, more common
in Herder’s mature period in Weimar, later tend to replace the earlier animistic or
vitalistic ones; such are the idea that subject (mind) and object (world) are governed
by the same laws or rational patterns, and the idea that man’s physical form
approximates to a universal organic ‘type’.

Another more subjectivistic solution to the subject-object problem emerges in
the 1780’s with Herder’s theory of ‘Bilder’. (‘Wir sehen nicht, sondern wir
erschaffen uns Bilder.”)*® In fact, this psychologistic solution to the problem has
in one sense more claim to scientific validity than the others, since it anticipates
in some measure the modern ‘Gestalt’ theory. Herder actually writes of the ‘Bild’-
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creating soul:%

Sie ruft aus dem Chaos der Dinge, die sie umgeben, eine Gestalt [sic] hervor,
an die sie sich mit Aufmerksamkeit heftet und so schaft sie durch innere
Macht aus dem Vielen ein Eins, das ihr allein zugehoret.

This theory implies a disorderly nature upon which the mind imposes an a priori
available order. Yet Herder later writes, attacking a priori ideas in Kant: ‘Vernunft
als Gegenstand betrachtet. Als solcher ist sie die reinausgesprochene Regel, die ich
in mir gleichstimmig der Natur wahrnehme’.%® Here he appears to suggest that the
order is equally present in both subject and object. This, of course, reflects his
mature belief in parallel formal laws in mind and in nature.” Such an inter-
pretation is confirmed by Herder’s statement: ‘Die Vernunft, sehe ich, gehort
zum Gegenstande, wie der Gegenstand zur Vernunft; nach Einem Gesetz, zu
einander geordnet’® But two years later, we find him returning to his old
sensationalistic idea that the mind, and reason itself, are developed only through
the subject’s experience of the objective world: ‘an ihr [i.e. der Natur] hat sich
der menschliche Verstand, ja die Vernunft selbst zur Regel gebildet.”®®

Of all these attempts to solve the problem of perception, none is logically or
metaphysically acceptable, since Herder does not really experience the dualism of
subject and object as a profound problem of logic and metaphysics. Only once
does he appear to doubt whether the problem can be finally solved, and on this
occasion, he simply quotes the more sceptical Hamann: ‘Unser eigen Daseyn und
die Existenz aller Dinge ausser uns muf} geglaubt und kann auf keine Weise
ausgemacht werden’.™ Treated, however, purely as psychological explanations of
perception without regard to the associated logical or metaphysical difficulties,
two of Herder’s theories, the ‘Bild’ conception and the sensationalistic explanation,
satisfy some of the demands of modern scientific psychology, which, however,
develops these theories much more fully. Herder himself, it will be noticed; makes
no attempt to distinguish between the philosophical (logical) and scientific (psycho-
logical) aspects of the theory of perception. This failing, we have already seen, was
at the root of his misunderstanding of Kant.

But to return to the main topic, is there any means of establishing whether ‘der
grofite, vielleicht nie ganz zu schlichtender Kampf zwischen Object und Subject’,”
as Goethe calls it, was resolved by Herder in any sense which he himself regarded
as final? That is, what is for Herder the fundamental relationship between subject
and object?

His conclusions on the closely related but more general question of what
relationship should subsist between individual and society, between self-assertion
and self-negation, or between ‘Liebe und Selbstheit’, as he calls the two (cf.
Goethe’s ‘Systole und Diastole’), may help to suggest an answer.

In this other problem, Herder once more alternately adopts both extreme
positions; that of individualism appears especially in the earlier period, with the
doctrine of the Great Man, the ‘Genie’ or ‘Ausnahme’.”? He later writes: ‘Der
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tiefste Grund unsres Daseyns ist individuell’.” But the opposite extreme of
almost mystical self-negation also appears from time to time, as when he writes:
‘Namenlos sterben ist siifier als man denkt . . . desto mehr hat unser Geist seine
Hiille verlafen: er floR zuriick ins Meer der Gottheit unter den Menschen, ins
Reich fortwirkender lebendiger Krifte’.” Again, he states: ‘Das Ich erstirbt,
damit das Ganze sei’™ But in the great majority of cases, especially in his
mature works of the 1780’s, Herder chooses the central position, presenting both
tendencies as equally fundamental: ‘Alle Triebe eines lebendigen Wesens lassen
sich auf die Erhaltung sein selbst und auf eine Teilnehmung oder Mitteilung an
andre zuriickfithren.””

From his treatment of the problem of perception, and of the cognate problem
of the self and society, it therefore appears that Herder’s position lies ultimately
between the two extremes. In the problem of subject and object, he takes up a
position between subjectivism and sensationalism. The mind and the objective
world are poles of equal status, and through their interaction, perception and
mental development become possible. Once again, it is basically the 